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Abstract

Modernism’s Impossible Witness: Peace Testimonies from the
Modernist Wars
by
Jean Ashley Foster

Adviser: Distinguished Professor Jane Marcus

Modernism’s Impossible Witness: Peace Testimonies from the Modernist Wars begins the
process of recuperating the lost history of Spanish Civil War pacifism. It studies the ways in
which writers and artists employ the aesthetic techniques of modernism, so often ensconced in
violence and militarism, to articulate a program of peace. By approaching the Spanish Civil War
as a pivotal site of production and inspiration for an international network of writers and artists,
this project reworks what is generally accepted as the very center of modernism. Modernism’s
Impossible Witness explores the connections among art, violence, war, and peace in the twentieth
century. It introduces a pacifist worldview to the discussions of the field and opens a
transatlantic discussion between Britain, Spain, and the United States. The inclusion of Spanish
Civil War (1936-1939) pacifism in modernist studies forges a historical constellation, staging an
intervention in the dominant narrative of the employment of total war: that the only way to
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respond is militaristically. Modernism’s Impossible Witness unfolds an alternative possibility
and conducts an analysis of pacifists who responded actively against the war in Spain.
Through case studies including, but not limited to, Muriel Rukeyser’s poetry and
reportage, Gerda Taro and Dora Maar’s photography, Virginia Woolf’s writings, Langston
Hughes’s and Louis Delaprée’s war correspondence, Pablo Picasso’s paintings, and British
Quaker relief work, I explore how Spain became an international cause around which modernists
rallied and position the activist networks as part of a transnational political and aesthetic
movement deeply affected by the war in Spain. This project works through the ethical paradox
that the development of total war, marked by the wide-scale aerial bombardment of civilian
populations in 1930’s Spain, presented to the modernist community: some felt that military
intervention was the only way to stop the civilian deaths, while others felt that the horror of total
war reinforced the ethical necessity of an absolutist pacifist stance and found alternative, nonmilitary ways of taking action.
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Introduction
Modernism’s history is written as a history of war. This artistic and literary movement,
which I think of as an aesthetic encounter with the socio-political between 1880-1950, developed
through an extended engagement with the two World Wars and the Spanish Civil War. That
there was a collapse in the boundaries between life and art, between war and civilian life, that the
bellicose strands of modernism glorified war and the war movement claimed its violence as the
fulfillment of art, that the language of modernism was used to register the fragmentation and
trauma of war, is the dominant narrative of modernist scholarship to date. Though I believe that
the early twentieth century artistic movement was entangled with war, a phenomenon that has
led me to name the great wars of Europe the “Modernist Wars,” I also feel that this is an
incomplete rendering of modernism. It overlooks the influences pacifist philosophies had on the
art and literature of the modernist era, and privileges a narrative of war over a narrative of peace.
The Modernist Wars were one possible trajectory for Europe; modernist artistic technique was
also used to imagine and create worlds in which a perpetual peace could last. Modernism’s
Impossible Witness argues that modernism contains an embedded peace witness twentieth
century scholarship has largely ignored. My work proposes an alternative narrative to the
dominant discourses of the field and furthers a theory of, what Grace Brockington in Above the
Battlefield: Modernism and the Peace Movement in Britain, 1900-1918 calls, “pacifist
modernism.”
The inclusion of Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) pacifism in Modernist Studies forges a
historical constellation, staging an intervention in the dominant narrative of the employment of
total war: that the only way to respond is militaristically. This project unfolds an alternative
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possibility and conducts a study of pacifists who responded actively against war without
contributing to military mobilization, particularly Virginia Woolf, Pablo Picasso, and the Quaker
relief workers in Spain. This critical intervention in the history of modernism braids together
several theoretical schools. It uses Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas as a “map” and is therefore
structurally constituted by Woolf’s global feminism, which is her foundation for pacifist thought.
I approach pacifism in the time of total war as a problem of ethics, using contemporary questions
introduced by Judith Butler and Jessica Berman regarding humanity’s obligation to the “other” to
think through the philosophical quandary of total war. Often the pacifist argument against war is
what motivates people to fight; indeed, the development of total war (where civilians become
military targets) in Western Europe with the bombing of Guernica during the Spanish Civil War
changed many radical thinkers’ relationship to pacifism. As Jessica Berman points out in her
book Modernist Commitments, total war presents an ethical obligation to writers to bear witness.
It also, however, presents a moral imperative to intervene in the horror and bloodshed. The
Spanish Civil War was a war fought under the sign of peace—a war for which many pacifists
either fought or volunteered and is emblematic of the ambivalence of the militant and pacifist
strands embedded within modernism as a field of study. I argue the Spanish Civil War occupies
a central place in modernist discussions and serves, in a sense, as the quintessential “Modernist
War.”
The Spanish Civil War can be thought of as the quintessential “Modernist War” because
it was in Spain that the ambivalences between war and peace, fascism and the left were played
out—by the time the Spanish Civil War evolved into the Second World War, the trajectory of
European history had set its course and the militant momentum that hurled its way forward into
the 1940’s had already commenced. Spain was then, and in a revisionist consideration is now,
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one of the primal scenes which might have altered, or neutralized, the historical trajectory that
unfolded into the Holocaust.
The Spanish Civil War, arguably, can be considered a modernist constellation precisely
because it exaggerates all the political encounters of modernism with war (many modernists
volunteered or raised money for Spanish relief), as it exaggerates the growing pains of an
industrial and technological movement into modernity. When pacifist artists want to express
their protest of the Spanish Civil War, they do so in modernist terms. This project explores
politically radical artistic responses to the Spanish Civil War to work through the ethical
quandary that total war presents: that it simultaneously demands intervention, often in military
form, as it marks the ethical imperative for an absolutist pacifism. This is precisely why I have
entitled my dissertation “Modernism’s Impossible Witness”: the term impossible is intended to
speak to the difficulties of maintaining an absolutist pacifist stance in the face of total war, and
yet shows how total war compels the ethical necessity for it. In thinking through the ethical
negotiation between intervention and absolutist pacifism in response to total war, this project
examines the artistic and literary representations of war, considering how the very same material
that calls for peace can also issue a battle cry and inspire people to enlist.
This dissertation recuperates a history of pacifism that has been largely lost in the
dominant narrative of the 20th century. My archival research follows the path of the feminist
recovery of women’s lives, documents, and movements of the 1970s, which relied upon artistic
works and material that was always already there, waiting to be exhumed from an archival grave.
This is similarly true with the peace movement that protested the century of violence that
unfolded despite its best efforts. We can trace the (deliberate or not) “loss” of these documents,
movements, and heroes, and, by following the paper trail, witness how they were progressively

J. Ashley Foster

Modernism’s Impossible Witness

4

written out of history. This is why I have chosen several points of intervention in my field based
on archival research that recovers peace movements, unveiling the pacifist influences in
modernist writing, thought, and art.
My dissertation extends upon Brockington’s World War I discussion of art and “positive
peace” to include the Spanish Civil War. No known scholarship to date has addressed the
Spanish Civil War peace movement spearheaded by the Friends’ Service Committee within the
context of modernist art and literature. Most importantly, my dissertation shifts the discussion of
modernism away from war towards a discussion of peace, bridging the arc between World War I
and Spanish Civil War modernism and pacifism.
Following in the footsteps of scholars Bonnie Kime Scott, Jane Marcus, Robert Scholes
and Clifford Wulfman, the understanding of modernism developed here puts classically
“literary” and “artistic” pieces in conversation with the ephemera, news journalism, political
pamphlets, and propaganda of the time. This establishes what I argue to be an aesthetic of the
era that is informed as much by contemporary technology as it is by newsprint and experimental
artistic techniques.
This dissertation expands the traditional boundaries of modernism by introducing a
global, transatlantic discussion between Spain, Britain, and America to the discourse. Following
the precedent set by Jessica Berman and Gayle Rogers, it positions 1930’s Spain—most often
completely ignored or relegated to the margins of modernism—as a pivotal time and space
through which modernist networks moved and created, whose Civil War was a nexus of
international activity and affected deeply a global modernist movement and influenced the
transnational art that transcended and dissolved nationalist borders.
There have been many great pieces of scholarship on modernism’s engagement with war
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in the last 20 years, yet academics have generally overlooked framing a broad discussion of
modernism in terms of peace. Sarah Cole’s At the Violet Hour: Modernism and Violence in
England and Ireland is an exquisite example of the way in which modernist discourses highlight
modernism’s relation to violence, a thread which is sustained throughout her discussions of the
1930’s peace movement. Patrick Deer’s work Culture in Camouflage describes the civilian war
culture of Great Britain during both World Wars and shows that the military inventions used
modernist artistic techniques for weapon design. Laura Frost’s Sex Drives: Fantasies of Fascism
in Literary Modernism and Roger Griffin’s 2007 book Modernism and Fascism: The Sense of a
Beginning Under Mussolini and Hitler address the relationship between fascism and
modernism—which the recent release of the Martin Heidegger ‘Black Notebooks’ and his post1940 anti-Semitic statements make a very current and important topic of discussion—but very
few works mention the relationship between pacifism and modernism. It seems as though
historically, in modernist studies, pacifism has been framed in terms of its relation to war, an
antithesis as opposed to a thesis. Works like Grace Brockington’s Above the Battlefield are
starting to emphasize pacifism as a form of activism. However, her study concludes at the end of
the First World War, and Spanish Civil War anthologies such as, Unearthing Franco’s Legacy:
Mass Graves and the recovery of Historical Memory in Spain and, ‘If you Tolerate This...’: The
Spanish Civil War in the Age of Total War, overlook the peace movement surrounding the
Spanish Civil War entirely.
Though Spanish Civil War pacifism in particular has been overlooked and underexamined in Modernist Studies, my research benefits from the scholarship of many colleagues,
particularly in the field of Woolf Studies. Jane Marcus’s 2006 Harcourt edition of Three
Guineas makes a contemporary analysis of Three Guineas possible, and her and Hearts of
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Darkness informs my readings of both modernism and Woolf. Jane M. Wood’s collection of
articles in The Theme of Peace and War in Virginia Woolf’s Writings: Essays on her Political
Philosophy contributes substantially to thinking about Woolf’s pacifist philosophy, as does
Bryony Randall’s and Jane Goldman’s anthology Virginia Woolf in Context. Jean Mill’s
Virginia Woolf, Jane Ellen Harrison, and the Spirit of Modernist Classicism adds to a thinking
of modernist pacifist networks and the influences of classical anthropology in literature.
Rebecca Wisor’s dissertation, “My Country is the Whole World”: Three Guineas and the Culture
of Pacifist Dissent, and her subsequent articles, contextualize Woolf’s pacifism within the British
peace movement and call for a “posteclectic” edition of Three Guineas. Jonathan Atkin’s A
War of Individuals: Bloomsbury Attitudes to the Great War discusses the ways in which artists of
the Bloomsbury group responded both politically and personally to the Great War and identifies
a particular Bloomsbury pacifism. His work stops at the Great War, whereas my project extends
to the Spanish Civil War.
I share an ethical approach to reading with R.S. White’s Pacifism and English Literature,
though White’s book largely discusses texts pre-1900. White’s text also tries to coalesce
pacifism into a “unitary vision” of peace, whereas my work variegates different strains of
pacifism. Farah J. Mendleshon’s work on the Quakers in Spain during the Spanish Civil War
details the modes of peace witnessing of the Friends, as Sybil Oldfield’s Alternatives to
Militarism 1900-1989 discusses twentieth century women’s war resistance. Sandi Cooper’s
Patriotic Pacifism: Waging War on War in Europe, 1815-1914 is a foundational text of the
nineteenth and early twentieth century peace movement. Jay Winters’ Dreams of Peace and
Freedom studies the utopian “moments” of the twentieth century that formed around a thinking
of peace and a hope for a different historical future. Adam Hochschild’s To End All Wars
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contends with his own conviction that World War I “was needless folly and madness” by shifting
the historical perspective to an individual level. Both Nigel Young and Peter Brock’s Twentieth
Century Pacifism and Martin Ceadel’s Semi-Detached Idealists provide an important historical
background.
This project extends upon the work of these scholars to shift the terms of the modernist
discussion towards a thinking of peace. Modernist scholars have largely highlighted the highly
aestheticized nature of modern war represented in art and literature without acknowledging that
those aesthetics either demand peace or are accompanied by a peace movement that influences
them. The first chapter, “Modernist War and Peace,” opens with the image of the ballet dancer
Vaslav Nijinsky, invoked by poet Muriel Rukeyser recounting the outbreak of the Spanish Civil
War in 1936. This image of Nijinsky, standing between two unfurled bolts of fabric spread in
the shape of the cross in 1919, “dancing the insane dance: War and Death,” as Rukeyser said,
foreshadows the deaths yet to come during the Spanish conflict and the Second World War.
Nijinsky’s proclamation, announced at the end of the First World War, seems eerily prophetic in
the aftermath of the Second World War—“Now I will dance you the war, with its suffering, with
its destruction, with its death. The war which you did not prevent and so you are also
responsible for”1 —and stages my investigation of how modernists approached the question, in
Virginia Woolf’s words, “How in your opinion are we to prevent war?”2
This chapter studies the way in which the European wars of modernity absorbed the
modernist aesthetic. In turn, the literature, philosophy, visual arts, and print journalism
developed out of this war-making culture, concurrently evolving and in conversation with the

1
2

Romola Nijinsky, Nijinsky, 426.
Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas, 5.
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Modernist Wars, thus creating the fabric for not only the subject matter, but also the aesthetic
and form for the art. This chapter further develops the breakdown of the boundaries between life
and art that Modris Eksteins identifies in his book Rites of Spring, and I therefore use the phrase
“Modernist Wars” in order to describe the way the wars themselves adopted an aesthetic and
influenced the aesthetic of the art and culture of the time. Here, the relationship between
modernism, war, and peace starts to develop. I introduce the idea that the modernist pacifists
brought their talents and aesthetics to the peace movement, employing the language of
modernism to encourage peace, and that the pacifist pamphlets and working committees
influenced modernist thought and art.
The second chapter “Writing After Tragedy: Reporting and Reportage from the Spanish
Civil War” examines the way in which journalists and writers represent total war in Spain.
Following a case study of the documentation of total war by putting Gerda Taro’s photographs of
the bombing of Valencia in conversation with Dora Maar’s photographs of Picasso’s painting of
Guernica, this chapter interrogates the way in which the advent of total war calls for a dislocated,
modernist representation. The generic blending of reportage into literature and literature into
reportage suggests that many of the articles from the Spanish Civil War speak to a mythological
or emotional truth, indicating that many of the journalists were not only attempting to document
the unfolding of events, but also trying to impart the space Spain occupied in their imaginations
and to include their level of phenomenological experience in the correspondence coming out of
Spain. The literariness of the reporting contributes to the nostalgia and mythological structure of
the stories from Spain, at times making it difficult to decipher fact from fiction, calling into
question metaphysical and epistemological notions of truth and what it means to record an event.
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This generic-hybrid fusion is exemplified by Muriel Rukeyser’s Spanish Civil War
poetry and reportage. Chapter three, “The Poem in Exile and the Promise of Poetry,” argues that
Rukeyser’s formal collapse of reportage into poetry and poetry into reportage allows her to
witness a powerfully ambivalent experience where her revolutionary social justice politics
confront her longing for peace. In writing and rewriting her experiences of Spain in various
experimental forms over many years, her literary returns to Spain allow her to formulate a space
for poetry amidst the chaos of war. Rukeyser, I argue, forges a poetics of peace through her
accounts of Spain and meditations on poetry.
I address the question of what it means to witness an event and how testimony gets
mobilized, popularized, and transmitted into modernist discourse in my forth chapter, “The
Pathos of the Witness: The Absent Photographs of Three Guineas and Louis Delaprée’s
Martyrdom of Madrid.” This chapter offers an extended close reading of Louis Delaprée’s war
correspondence for the first time. Mentioned briefly in Spanish Civil War journalistic
anthologies and Woolf Studies, Delaprée’s dispatches have largely been referenced in the
context of other discussions. Only Martin Minchom has conducted an extensive study in English
of Delaprée’s life and influence. Minchom’s very informative series of articles for The
Volunteer, the Abraham Lincoln Brigade’s digital newspaper, largely concentrate on drawing the
connection between Delaprée and Picasso. I expand upon Minchom’s work to focus the
language of Delaprée’s war correspondence, revealing its slippage into literature, illumining the
pathos that the witness feels in testifying to total war. These images that Delaprée provides can
be read as the solarization of Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas; in other words, Delaprée says
what Woolf refuses, offering us a way to bridge Woolf’s narrative gaps.
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Taking as our point of departure the hypothetical conjecture that we can use Pablo
Picasso’s Guernica as a way to imagine total war in Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas, and that
both these works are informed by French journalist Louis Delaprée’s war correspondence,
chapter five, “Modernist Transmissions and the Echo of Tears,” explores the ethical problematics
of total war and the way in which three modernists respond to the large-scale loss of civilian life
during the Spanish Civil War. It interrogates the convergence of art and life, of war and politics,
and the place of pacifism within the context of total war through a discussion of the historic
“Weeping Woman,” the classical stock character of war. This chapter interrogates the way in
which Picasso, Delaprée and Woolf each represents the Weeping Woman to issue a
condemnation of war. Ultimately, I argue, Virginia Woolf finds the possibility for peace when
she subverts the image of the Weeping Woman, dries her eyes, and employs her to work. In
Three Guineas the Weeping Woman’s cry of mourning mutates into the mother’s cry of rage
while burning the universities to the ground, “Let it Blaze! Let it blaze! For we have done with
this “education!”’ (TG 45).
Chapter six explores the relationship between the Quaker peace movement and the
Spanish Civil War relief work that many modernist activists supported. It puts Virginia Woolf’s
Three Guineas in conversation with the Quaker peace pamphlets and argues that Virginia
Woolf’s Three Guineas is her peace testimony. I show that the Society of Friends (the Quakers),
a religious organization with Protestant roots, were in conversation with the modernist
movement. Their international presence and transatlantic activist networks reveal an extensive
web of relief work informed by their philosophies, a web that encapsulates the aid Spain
movement and includes modernist pamphleteers such as Aldus Huxley. I show that the Quaker
pamphlets themselves can be read as influenced by modernist innovation, blending the forms of
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political pamphlet, letter writing, and personal narrative, participating in the modernist hybridgenres that the Spanish Civil War inspires.
The afterword, “Exhumations: Reading the Spanish Civil War Dead,” explores the
resonances of the Civil War in Spain today through a reading of Javier Cercas’s contemporary
literary writings. I analyze the relationship between Cercas’s international bestseller Soldiers of
Salamis and his historical literary non-fiction rendition Anatomy of a Moment through a reading
that uses Judith Butler’s theories of mourning outlined in Frames of War and Precarious Life. I
argue that Cercas’s work is a literary correlation to the exhumations of the mass graves currently
going on in Spain, and that it seeks to imagine the possibility for answers, reconciliation, and
closure by creating a space for mourning not only the Republican dead, but for understanding
and coming to terms with the fascist rebellion.
These six chapters explore a specific ambivalence inherent within modernism, that both
pacifist and militant strands are braided into its very constitution and creation. However, there
are other ambivalences left to consider, of which space and time do not allow for a full
exploration, but which are questions that remain latent in the inherent tensions within any study
of modernism. These other ambivalences perhaps are best framed by the—very—recent news
media debate unleashed by the republishing of the Martin Heidegger “Black Notebooks.” The
New York Times3 and The New Yorker4 have run stories exploring the implications of the release
of the notebooks, which contain explicit anti-Semitic statements well past what was supposed to
be Heidegger’s initial early 1930’s infatuation with National Socialism. This has caused a
scandal, though both Avital Ronell and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe have written about
Heidegger’s affiliation with Nazism since the 1980’s, trying to think through the overwhelming
3
4

See The New York Times, “Heidegger’s Notebooks Renew Focus on Anti-Semitism.” (March 30, 2014).
See The New Yorker, “Why Does it Matter if Heidegger Was Anti-Semitic?” (March 27, 2014).

J. Ashley Foster

Modernism’s Impossible Witness

12

tension embedded in Heideggerian thought: that it both contains grossly disturbing fasciziod
gestures and that it has become the core of much modern and post-modern philosophy.
Heideggerian thought has established a discourse that facilitates a thinking of modern ethics,
even if it pulls (undermines, revolts) against those very ethics in its constitution. Of course, most
of Jacques Derrida’s career was employing the logic Heidegger inspired, even if Heidegger
himself did not use it, to tear down the structures of totality, authenticity, and logos, or center,
that Heidegger relied upon. The ideas that there is a very leftist strain in Heideggerian though,
that Heidegger gives us a mode of thinking of relationality, of mitsein, Being-with and Being-inthe-world, that is a core foundation of ethics, are concepts especially French philosophy has
developed. But also present, and much less pleasant to work with, is the relationship between
Heidegger and National Socialism, a relationship that Lacoue-Labarthe exposes as pervasive in
Heidegger’s philosophy of poetics. As The New York Times and The New Yorker articles have
pointed out, academics in the last fifty years have tried to explain Heidegger’s reasoning, have
tried to mitigate the effects that his personal prejudices may have had on his thought.
Unfortunately, there is no mitigation, and there is no way to “recover” Heideggerian thought
from its fraught inception. As ambivalence is a core structure of modernist creation,
ambivalence is inherent within Heideggerian philosophy. Heidegger is emblematic of the
anguish of modernism, is emblematic of a world that could enact both World Wars and the
Spanish Civil War.
But is this not precisely what Derrida has prepared us to think through? That the text is
never indivisible, that the letter always already has the possibility of not arriving at its planned
destination, that there are contradictions, inconsistencies, tragedies, and points in which every
text fails, every philosopher is torn against themselves, and literary products are contaminated
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with traces of the ugliness of their context? Heidegger does not get excused, and his thought,
though it may on the surface look nice and neat, does not get to be wrapped up in consistent,
morally clear package. Heidegger has left us with a burden, but it a burden we must not dismiss
or ignore. One possible response, one that at times this dissertation employs, is to circumvent
Heidegger through philosophers who do the deconstructive, interrogative, political work of
breaking down and exposing his latent fascism and resultant theoretical flaws or who, after
undoing his thought, remobilize it towards more ethical ends. Using the framework of thinkers
such as Jacques Derrida, Avital Ronell, Emmanuel Levinas, and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe is to
take sides along political and ethical lines. Another response is to painfully dwell within the
ambivalence and discomfort to which Heidegger’s relation to National Socialism introduces,
tracing his philosophy along the deconstructive tract of alterities, tensions, and contradictions
that are not only constitutive and characteristic of Heidegger’s modernist thought, but also of the
field of modernism. And finally, we can follow in the second path of Heideggerian thought (the
first path being the spiritualization of National Socialism) that Derrida lays out so poetically in
Of Spirit: Heidegger and the Question. In imagining Heidegger’s response to a group of
theologians, Derrida writes in Heidegger’s voice: “But in affirming that Trakl’s Gedicht
[poem]—and everything I say along with it—is neither metaphysical nor Christian, I am
opposing nothing, especially not Christianity, nor all the discourses of the fall… I’m simply
tying, modestly, discreetly, to think that on the basis of which all this is possible. That (on the
basis of which…), because it has always been veiled, is not yet what it makes possible (111).”
When we engage with an encounter of modernism, an encounter with modernity, and an
encounter with all that modern thought, art and literature have to offer us, we invite the
discomfort, horror, and emotional reckoning that this encounter requires. This horror, registered
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at the outset of the First World War’s unprecedented violence, was amplified during the
deliberate execution of total war techniques during the Spanish Civil War, to culminate in the
Second World War— in both the Holocaust and Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Encounter, a
philosophical construct informed by Paul Celan’s5 “The Meridian,” accounts for the “darkness”
attributed to poetry and is the meeting ground of a “perhaps self-created—distance or
strangeness.”6 It is the “poem’s hopes to speak on behalf… of a totally other.”7 This hope
creates a dialogue, a “conversation”: “The poem becomes—under what conditions!—the poem
of someone who—always still—perceives, is turned toward phenomena, questioning and
addressing these; it becomes conversation—often a desperate conversation. Only in the space of
the conversation does the addressed constitute itself…”8 When I claim, then, that modernism is
an aesthetic encounter with the socio-political between 1880-1950, I am pulling upon Celan’s
images of conversation and dialogue, darkness and strangeness, and a confrontation with the
Other and “other.” Modernism engages a dialogue with its time and place, is often shadowed by
or confronted with its alterity or other, and it is this fundamental strangeness, or uncanniness,
that, like the poem, calls it into being in the first place, resulting in a sometimes (often) desperate
conversation. Modernism’s inherent questioning of the real, interrogation of the socio-political,
and disruption of habitual and traditional modes of being is laced with the viscerally distressing
resonances of history and the circumstances from which it sprung. Encounter carries within it
the traces of the profound disappointment that poetry experiences in the light of philosophies that
recycle and reinforce the war-making cultures that permit the historical unfolding of the Second
5

The encounter is a construct that modern philosophy, through Celan, has associated with Heidegger. LacoueLabarthe maintains that, “Celan’s poetry goes beyond even an unreserved recognition of Heidegger; I think one can
assert that it is, in its entirety, a dialogue with Heidegger’s thought” (PE 33). If there is one “encounter” between
thinker and poet (Heidegger and Hölderlin), then Lacoue-Labarthe offers us another pairing—Celan and Heidegger.
6
Paul Celan, “The Meridian,” pg. 7, 27.
7
Paul Celan, “The Meridian, pg. 8, 31b.
8
Paul Celan, “The Meridian, pg. 9, 36a-b.
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World War. The encounter puts out an ethical call, one that to date has fundamentally missed its
mark.
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Chapter 1
Modernist War and Peace

We had seen a beginning. Much more would come. I remember how the boys
climbed into those trucks, with their ill-matched rifles, as the radio played
Beethoven and Bing Crosby and the dances of the country. The machine guns
clattered like a loud enormous palm tree, and a baby cried to its mother to come.
On the floor of the train were strewn the foreign papers with their pictures printed
dark: the possessed man, Nijinsky, giving his first interview from the sanatorium
in all those years—the pictures of him, standing as he stood against the great
black cross he years before had unrolled on the floor, dancing the insane dance,
War and Death.
-

Muriel Rukeyser, Life of Poetry

One of the supreme symbols of our centrifugal and paradoxical century, when in
striving for freedom we have acquired the power of ultimate destruction, is the
dance of death, with its orgiastic-nihilistic irony. The Rite of Spring, which was
first performed in Paris in May 1913, a year before the outbreak of the war, is,
with its rebellious energy and its celebration of life through sacrificial death,
perhaps the emblematic oeuvre of a twentieth-century world that, in its pursuit of
life, has killed off millions of its best human beings.
-

Modris Eksteins, Rites of Spring

Vaslav Nijinsky entered the stage at St. Moritz, Switzerland, January 19, 1919, for what
would be his final performance. He sat in silence, on a lone chair, until the audience grew
impatient and restless. When the tension of the audience was at an uncomfortably high level, he
stood up and unrolled two bolts of fabric across the stage, one black and one white, in the shape
of a cross. He announced, “Now I will dance you the war, with its suffering, with its destruction,
with its death. The war which you did not prevent and so you are also responsible for,” (RN
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425). He proceeded to gyrate and flail across the stage, to perform the grief and angst he felt in
the wake of the Great War and in memory of the soldiers, embodying the pathos that the witness
feels in response to events unprecedented in in scale and violence. His wife, Romola Nijinsky,
recounts: “Whirling though space, taking his audience away with him to war, to destruction,
facing suffering and horror, struggling with all his steel-like muscles, his agility, his lightning
quickness, his ethereal being, to escape the inevitable end. It was the dance for life against
death” (426). In his last stage performance, Nijinsky dances the struggle for life against death,
reliving the death of the soldiers, the wide scale death that hit Europe. He repeats, in inverse
proportions, the dance of the Chosen One choreographed for the infamous Le Sacre du
Printemps, performed almost six years earlier before the start of the war, the ballet about ritual
sacrifice for the good of the community that foreshadowed the millions of deaths of young men
to follow.
Le Sacre du Printemps, The Rite of Spring, in the aftermath of the Great War, was
adopted as a modernist icon that in hindsight became emblematic for the blurring of boundaries
between life and art, violence and poetry, fact and fiction, and the collapse of the real into the
symbolic, or the symbolic into the real. When Muriel Rukeyser, in 1949, wanted to express the
violence, death, cultural insanity, chaos, regret, nostalgia, mourning and trauma that the outbreak
of the Spanish Civil War in the aftermath of the First World War foretold, she did so in her work
Life of Poetry through an allusion to Nijinsky, who came to stand in for his choreography of
sacrificial victim during the dance of the Chosen One. In other words, when Muriel Rukeyser
wanted to convey the simultaneous ecstasy of violence and longing for peace that she felt when
total war erupted in Spain, she did so in modernist terms. She represented her experience
through a vocabulary inculcated during World War I that sought to contain the ambivalence,
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horror, trauma, fragmentation, velocity, grandeur, the enormity of violence of unprecedented
proportions—that tried to find language for a modernist sublime of destructive jouissance and
pulled against itself in the very protest and attempted undoing or rerouting of such violence.
The phenomenon of the collapse of life into art and art into life, and the subsequent
further collapse of the categories of history and myth, literature and truth, fact and fiction, are
characteristic of an age in which “existence has become aestheticized” (Eksteins xvi). The limitcases of this aestheticization of existence unfolds in the Spanish Civil and First and Second
World Wars, where the representation of war was framed in modernist terms and modernism set
the terms of the wars, rendering them, in my estimation, the “Modernist Wars.” However, as
both the cases of Vaslav Nijinsky and Muriel Rukeyser illuminate, just as the modernist aesthetic
was forged and grew in bloodshed and violence, a product of this violent rendering is the way in
which modernism pulls against itself, creating and representing, speaking for and in a countermovement against the war-mongering of the twentieth century, a pacifist philosophy.
Modernism was not only and simply the hyper-aestheticization of war; it also provides
the early twentieth century with the language for, and promise of, peace. Nijinsky, in addition to
being the Chosen One, was also an avid pacifist that could not accept the way in which the world
manifested the Dionysian energy he put forth a year before the outbreak of the war in Le Sacre.9
Modernism is defined here as an aesthetic encounter with the socio-political that
occurred between, or about, 1880-1950. This project demonstrates an interrelationship between

9

Evidence of Nijinsky’s pacifism resounds throughout his diaries. Nijinsky writes: “I want peace for all. I want
love on earth” (105). Earlier, he says: “I know that if everyone obeys me there will be no war. I cannot deal with
politics, because politics is death… Democracy is a perfect party because everyone has the same rights” (77) and
“blood was war and that I did not like war” (7). Though his diaries are indicative of Nijinsky’s decent into madness,
they also show his central concerns and preoccupations, and expose war as a trigger point for distress. That he was a
pacifist becomes clear, especially in light of his St. Moritz performance and his obsession with drawing soldier’s
faces. Joan Acocella in her introduction to the text explains that the drawings Nijinsky created were “above all
obsessive. They were mostly of eyes, Romola reports: ‘eyes peering from every corner, red and black.’” (xix).
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modernism, pacifism, and war, an interrelationship that holds a space open for a reading of
ethics. This interrelationship unfolds through a shared language that can often be deciphered
through the mass media, particularly print journalism and propaganda. The European wars of
modernity absorbed the modernist aesthetic in their recruitment, theoretical framework and
justification, employment, and their execution, which leads me to call them the “Modernist
Wars.” In turn, that the literature, philosophy, visual arts, and print journalism developed out of
this war-making culture, concurrently evolving and in conversation with and resistance to, the
Modernist Wars, thus creating the fabric of not only the subject matter, but also the aesthetic and
form for the art.
As a set of terms, modernism/modernity are contentions categories, defined by the
struggle on the one hand to identify a stable definition so that very center can be resituated,
expanded, pulled against, subverted, and constantly resisted and redefined. A certain set of
aesthetic markers—lack of plot, fragmentation, a fascination with and inspiration from
“primitivism,” disillusionment, motion and velocity, discord, dissonance, a fascination with the
ugly or grotesque, heightened technical mastery, an emphasis on experiment and breaking
traditional formal structures, a recounting or representing of internal or psychological space as
opposed to lived action, a turn inward to the subject’s own mind, a turn to the past in order to
come to grips with the future, a glorification of futurity, traces of technology and machinery, an
incorporation of or allusion to newspapers and media, generic hybridity, to name a few—have
come to (typically, but not without resistance) characterize modernist technique. However, as
Peter Zima points out, modernism can also be considered a “problematic,” where modernists
address a particular set of concerns or problems, some of which he characterizes as
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“revolutionary change, the autonomy of art or the unconscious” and “the autonomy and survival
of the individual subject” (144).
These sets of central concerns, a few of which Zima itemizes but can be expanded upon,
are concerns brought about by the historical development of the set of conditions usually referred
to as “modernity.” Susan Stanford Friedman, in her “Definitional Excursions: Meanings of
Modern/Modernism/Modernity” identifies “modernity” as typically considered a:
set of historical conditions developing in the West, including the industrial revolution,
conquest of and expansion economically and politically into other continents, the
transition to urban culture, the rise of the nation state, and growing power of the
bourgeoisie. Consistent with this periodization, philosophers often regard the theories of
reason in Locke, Kant, and Hegel as the embodiment of a distinctly modern secularism
and humanism. For political scientists, modernity often involves the development of
specific kinds of political systems, away from feudalism to limited monarchies,
democracies, and various autocracies; for economists, types of markets, capital, or labor;
for anthropologists, the eradication or (forced) assimilation of traditional cultures through
conquest or encroachment by nation states, market systems, more “advanced”
technologies, or hegemonic cultural groups. Postcolonial theorists often link modernity
with imperialism and the national struggles for emergence within the contradictory
conditions of hybridization and continued dependence on the colonial power. (500)
When I argue, then, that modernism is a aesthetic encounter with the socio-political between
1880-1950, I am arguing that modernism is an artistic or symbolic (as in Lacan’s symbolic)
encounter with, response to, and resistance from, the set of conditions we often identity with the
rise of modernity.
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This work positions World War I, the Spanish Civil War, and World War II as
“Modernist Wars” and situates the Spanish Civil War at the heart of modernism, or modernism at
the heart of the Spanish Civil War. Starting with the hypothesis that the boundaries between life,
art, aesthetics, violence, and technology collapsed, the contaminations and bleeding between fact
and fiction, or art and the real, beauty and machine, authorized an itinerary for a social climate
that yearned for blood and permitted the mutilation of millions of its citizens. In the process, it
missed, or deferred, many of its other possible itineraries. This slaughter was on a scale that
required the aid and manufacturing of instruments, for the first time capable of the absolute
devastation of civilization. This assertion must also consider the inverse—that the art of
modernity reacted against and rejected the wars, utilizing the same artistic methods and
aesthetics that worked the crowds into a frenzy. Part of this interrogation is to examine how art
permits war and war, in turn, creates culture, which makes more war.
Recent work in Modernist Studies has, rightfully so, illuminated the heterogeneous nature
of modernism, showing that what we call modernism encompasses many divergent strains and
complex categories, sometimes at odds with each other. Indeed, it seems as though few people
agree on what “modernism” is, which necessarily recenters and renegotiates geographic,
national, and temporal fields of inclusion and exclusion in the discourse of modernist studies.
These scholarly developments signify the disparate natures of various modernist movements by
pluralizing the term, thus contemplating modernisms.10 Indeed, at the core of my project is the
way in which modernism pulls against itself, interweaving the pacifist strands with the bellicose
metanarrative of modernism, illuminating two very different “modernisms.” However, in logic
analogous to Susan Stanford Friedman’s Mappings, I would like to employ a similar
10

For a discussion concerning the expansion of the field of modernism see Douglas Mao and Rebecca
Walkowitz’s “The New Modernist Studies” published in PMLA.
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methodology to modernism as she applies to feminism. Friedman argues that returning to a
singular feminism emphasizes the similarities among discourses and puts different strands in
conversation with others. Without neutering the differences of divergent modernisms, this
project seeks to formulate the way in which pacifist and bellicose modernisms converge,
intersect, and inform each other, and are thus in conversation with other modernisms, which
pulls against, creates tension in, and finds and dislocates new, shifting, and interlocking centers,
and renegotiates and redefines what we call “modernism.” Friedman defines her framework
proposed in Mappings as “geographics,” “articulat[ing] not the organic unfolding of identity but
rather the mapping of territories and boundaries, the dialectical terrains of inside/outside or
center/margin, the axial intersections of different positonalities, and the spaces of dynamic
encounter—the “contact zone,” the “middle ground,” the borderlands, la frontera” (19). The
fluidity and flexibility that Friedman unfolds here can be applied to Modernist Studies, and in my
conception of modernism, I envision the webs and networks of discourses taking the same
metaphorical shape of intersections and borderlands Friedman envisions. The interplay between
geographic, metaphorical, and conceptual registers of reading prove to be useful frames for
considering the “contact zones” between war and peace, media and art, masculine and feminine,
journalism and literature, canonical and peripheral, truth and myth, and outside and inside.
If modernism is an aesthetic encounter with the socio-political that occurred roughly
between 188011 and 1950,12 then encounter, here, inspired by Paul Celan and routed through

11

I start this period at roughly 1880 because, as Bonnie Kime Scott compellingly argues in Gender in Modernism,
“Those who construct the period of modernism tend to center it on 1910-40, missing an important transition, 18801910, that included decadent play with sexuality, women’s entry into a counter-public sphere as suffragists and
socialists, and a coming into literature of technology and mass or consumer culture” (13). Similarly, in Modernism
in the Magazines, Scholes and Wulfman see the ushering-in of modernism as the invention of the linotype machine
and rotary press, in the 1870s and 1880s. It should be noted, however, that my parameters concerning the timeline
of modernism can operate as general guidelines, but they are not intended to be ridged. As Mao and Walkowitz
point out in “The New Modernist Studies,” there can be considered a “core period of about 1890-1945” (738), but
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Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, is a philosophically loaded term and invokes the framework for
poetics, being, a “wholly other,” as it invokes the movement of the poem becoming a
conversation and an invitation for ethical engagement.13 Encounter, however, is also laden and
laced with disappointment and infused with modernism’s ambivalence between progressive
social justice movements and its relationship to fascism and the Third Reich, for in LacoueLabarthe’s reading of Paul Celan’s “encounter,” encounter is haunted by Celan’s meeting with,
and profound disappointment in, the philosopher Martin Heidegger.14 It engenders an aesthetic
relationship, or meeting ground, with a political, didactic movement that absorbs the frenzy,

they quote Friedman in stating that “‘declaring the end of modernism by 1950 is like trying to hear one hand
clapping.’” They further note out that Friedman calls for the Modernist Studies Association “‘to expand the
horizons of time’” (739), showing that there are modernisms that operate outside of these general timeframes.
12
Certainly this dissertation argues that the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) was a nexus of modernist activity,
which extends the scope of “high” modernism through the 1930’s and into the 40’s. Marina Mackay, in Modernism
and WWII, through close readings of early and late modernist texts, shows that the conventions of modernism,
though adjusted and morphed, that were used to describe WWI were also employed in the literature of WWII. In
her study of Woolf, she compares the World War I novels (To the Lighthouse, Mrs. Dalloway, and Jacob’s Room) to
Between the Acts, illustrating a shifting, but related set of concerns.
13
“The Encounter” is a schema inherited from Paul Celan and adopted by Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe throughout
Poetry as Experience. According to Lacoue-Labarthe, “the encounter” is that which contains the “very
circumstance of the poem” (57). It is the space where one can meet the “wholly other,” “alterity”; “it is an ethical
invitation, for “between proper and not-proper, near and far, familiar and strange, the exchange is always reversible,
and for this reason never stops; it is not fixed and has no determined direction. At the very heart of estrangement or
disappropriation, by way of an enigmatic trope or turn, appropriation occurs. But this also means that such an
appropriation [that] takes place ‘outside the self”’ (59). Within this space of external appropriation, a meeting
ground is established, where an “exchange” occurs, “between the same and the other there is necessarily a relation, a
reciprocal relation” (60), an exchange in which the poetic Greeting can occur. According to Avital Ronell in “On
the Misery of Theory without Poetry,” the encounter marks the space in which the thinker and poet approach each
other, where the poetic Greeting can take place. The Greeting “establishes a relationality between texts and
historicity; it has everything to do with the relation of history to the poetic… The Greeting, in a strictly Hölderlinian
sense, can be understood as a saying that originates the relation between man and the divine, marking a cobelonging
set in the very tasks of holding the separation between gods and man” (Ronell 18).
14
Lacoue-Labarthe transmits this trace of disappointment in the word “encounter” when he puts Celan’s
“encounter” in the context of his meeting with Heidegger. In discussing the poem “Todtnauberg” by Celan, LacoueLabarthe says, “This is why the poem also says, and says simply, the meaning of the encounter with Heidegger—
that is, its disappointment…. To Heidegger the thinker—the German thinker—Celan the poet—the Jewish poet—
came with a single yet precise entreaty: that the thinker who listened to poetry; the same thinker who had
compromised himself, however briefly and even if it the least shameful way, with just what would result in
Auschwitz [though now we know it was never the least shameful way nor brief]; the thinker who, however abundant
his discussion with National Socialism, had observed total silence on Auschwitz, as history will re-call; that he say
just a single word: a word about pain. From there, perhaps, all might still be possible. Not “life,” which is always
possible, which remained possible, as we know, even in Auschwitz, but existence, poetry, speech. Language. That
is, relation to others” (PE 38).

J. Ashley Foster

Modernism’s Impossible Witness

24

energy, and revolutionary spirit of modernity.15 While modernism is absorbed and invested in its
own historicity, part of its present moment was a nostalgia16 for the past17 and a repression of
that nostalgia that pushed violently towards the future.18 This reading of modernism follows
certain trends in the field, such as the inclusion of art and pieces of text that might have been
considered outside the purview of literary studies in the past,19 but it also forges new ground
within modernist studies by identifying a need to consider the Spanish Civil War and Peace
Studies as part of the discipline. It places Spain on the modernist map, a metaphorical map from
which it has often been excluded.

15

Modris Eksteins, in his historical work Rites of Spring, sets the mise en scene of 1914, describing it as a time of
movement, frenzy, and revolution. He also poses the rise of fascism as an aesthetic movement: “Walter Benjamin
pointed in this direction when he said that fascism was the “aestheticizing of politics: it was an aestheticizing of
existence as a whole” (304).
16
It is important to note the wistfulness and impossibility presented by nostalgia: the remembering of a past, the
searching for traces, that never were. Clare Hanson, in her MSA talk 2009, notes that nostalgia is predicated upon a
lost object that the psychoanalytic subject never had: “Psychoanalysis tells us that nostalgia is, by definition, a
retroactive construction of that which we have never possessed and never lost.”
17
In discussing modernism’s nostalgia, T.J. Clark says, “Modernism, as I see it, was just as backward-looking as
any other art form, and most often not to its detriment. Its dream of retrieving a lost moment of modernity turns out
to have been a potent a fantasy, aesthetically, as any previous regret for Christendom or craft guilds or Greek nudity.
Nostalgia can be enervating or electrifying.” (88).
18
Here I am thinking of the Futurists and the Vorticists, for example.
19
Critical and theoretical precedents have been established for my methodology, which includes looking at
propaganda, pamphlets, and journalism next to experimental art and literature; indeed, as the field keeps expanding
and the divisions between “high” and “low” culture collapse, many multi-dimensional modernist critical projects are
taking place. Lawrence Rainey notes that “Modernism ...was more than just a series of texts ...It was a social reality,
a constellation of agents and practices” (XXIV, emphasis mine). Robert Scholes and Clifford Wulfman, authors of
Modernism in the Magazines conduct their research through a close reading of popular and literary magazines alike.
Chapter seven of their book, titled “On or About December 1910” demonstrates that by reviewing archived
magazines in their entirety (advertisements and cover matter included), a reader would have access to the primary
set of concerns and social issues at that time. Modernism: An Anthology of Sources and Documents stresses
Modernism’s “intertextuality” (xviii) by compiling a number of documents that are common points of reference and
departure for modernist texts.
Bonnie Kime Scott’s Gender in Modernism and Gender of Modernism may be two of the most-often quoted
anthologies in Modernist Studies. A comparison between the two texts illustrates the shift in modes of reading
modernism. In 1990, when women were rarely included in modernist discussions, Scott organized her first
anthology, Gender of Modernism, by single-author sections to stress their individual involvement. In contrast, the
2007 edition, Gender in Modernism, has “twenty-one chapters [that] are organized by themes and concepts, in most
cases uniting a group of authors who may or may not have worked together in life, and generally facilitating a reexamination of the history of modernist texts” (14). Among the “themes and concepts,” the suffrage movement and
political manifestoes take center stage, in addition to a section entitled “journalism meets modernism.”
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Though works such as Modernist Commitments and Modernism and the New Spain,
along with Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War and Documenting Spain have argued for an
inclusion of Spanish Civil War art and literature within modernist discourses, Spain is still most
often viewed as peripheral.20 This project seeks to extend the work of the aforementioned texts
to consider the ways in which Spain was a site of a global modernist movement that influenced a
transnational nexus of artistic and activist networks. It traces the pacifist and feminist influences
embedded in Spanish Civil War art and literature, addressing the ethical and philosophical issues
raised by the development of total war—where civilians become military targets—in the
twentieth century. Here I explore the way in which total war is represented in artistic terms in
order to explore the ethics of pacifism when civilian extermination is the main aim of military
action and uncover one of the main antinomies of the modernist movement: that the very same
arguments for peace also can compel a military intervention. The deeply imbedded irony of
modernism is that the reaction against war, transcribing the horror and terror of civilians, is
precisely what demands action, most often in the form of military might.
If, as I propose, the Great War was the first Modernist War, then in the formulation of my
project, the Spanish Civil War occupies a central place in modernist discussions and serves, in a
sense, as the quintessential “Modernist War”. The Spanish Civil War, arguably, can be
considered the apex of modernism precisely because it exaggerates all the political encounters of
modernism with war (many modernists volunteered or raised money for Spanish Relief), as it
exaggerates the growing pains of an industrial and technological movement into modernity,
20

Case in point, Pericles Lewis’s anthology, The Cambridge Companion to European Modernism, published as
recently as 2011, divides European modernism into “core” modernisms (France, Germany, The Habsburg Empire,
Italy, Great Britain, and Russia) and “peripheral” modernisms (Portugal, Spain, Ireland, Scandinavia, Switzerland
Eastern Europe, Greece, Turkey). However, it should be noted that though Pericles Lewis is more indicative of the
trend in modernism, recent years have seen the beginnings of the inclusion of Spain in Modernist discussions. The
anthology Modernism, edited by Astradur Eysteinsson and Vivian Liska in 2007, has a dedicated section called
“Locations: Case Studies” that includes four articles about Spanish or Spanish-American modernism.
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especially when the country at war is not particularly industrialized nor technologized. It also
exemplifies the use of modernist art for the representation, recruitment, and staging of war. It
demonstrates the importance of rhetoric and the presses, as both the Republican and fascist
leaders considered the fate of the war to lay in the international journalism about it. And finally,
the Spanish Civil War inspired a generic dissolve of boundaries between journalism and
literature, visual art and photojournalism, which makes the relationship between journalism and
literature, modernism and war explicit, if it had previously been implicitly interrelated.
There is a traceable interplay in the modernist aesthetic between art and mass media. The
modernist aesthetic was heavily influenced and informed by the print journalism and
photoillustrated magazines that became popular through a set of material conditions at the turn of
the century,21 and therefore cannot be fully separated or distinguished from it. In other words,
newspapers and magazines, advertisements and posters, billboards have all contributed to the
creation of the modernist aesthetic, as the modernist aesthetic defined the formulation, artistic
production, writing and editing, and photojournalism of the news media. The framing and
staging of the wars and technological innovation, even industrialization, became an integral
component to the formation of modernism, as it became historicized as emblematic of the
societal thrust into modernity.
If, as Leila Rosenthal speculates in Mourning Modernism, “Perhaps every generation
reinvents a modernism of its own” (59), then for this generation, there is an apparent need to read
modernism in terms of ethics,22 a project which Jessica Berman’s Modernist Commitments has

21

See Simon Dell, “MEDIATION and IMMEDIACY: The press, the popular Front in France, and the Spanish
Civil War,” The Mexican Suitcase, pgs. 37-49.
22
Ethics here is rooted in the idea that one’s being is formed and constituted by mitsein, being-with. Judith Butler
picks up on this ethical track when she claims, “the very ‘I’ is called into question by its relation to the Other…
Let’s face it. We’re undone by each other. And if we’re not, we’re missing something” (PL 23). Butler, in
discussing Levinas’s frame for ethics, says, “others make moral claims upon us, address moral demands to us, ones
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started and upon which this dissertation extends. We are always already living in the shadow of
the political, ethical, moral, historical, ramifications of the Great War’s development into the
Spanish Civil War and World War II. Russia’s recent invasion of the Crimea, Syria’s use of
chemical weapons, American involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan,23 are all historical legacies,
in one way or another, of European colonialism and the First World War’s movement into the
Second that demand a continued opposition to using civilians as military targets and make the
call for actions toward peace imperative. As Astradur Eysteinsson and Vivian Liska point out:
“If modernism remains our primal scene,24 then it is an arena of struggle, of an ongoing
generational tension, and we are bound to confront some highly significant questions concerning
the legacy of modernism” (Modernism 2). In our current academic reformulation and rehistoricization of modernism, there is a call to insert a discourse of ethics. The Great War
established, for the first time, a fully technologized war that utilized mass-transportation,
industrialization, and innovation on a wide-scale. It became possible to absolutely eliminate the
“other” through means of technology. War posed an unprecedented global threat—a threat that
that we do not ask for, ones that we are not free to refuse” (131). In Frames of War, she develops this further,
saying “but an obligation does emerge from the fact that we are, as it were, social beings from the start, dependent
on which is outside ourselves, on others, on institutions, and on sustained and sustainable environments” (FW 23).
We could think of ethics here, then, as the way in which we respond to the call of the other. According to Spoma
Jovitch and Roy V. Wood in “Speaking from the Bedrock of Ethics,” “For Levinas, ethics is that obsession, desire,
and movement toward the other, rooted in the experience of sociality and at the boundaries of dialogue. Ethics
begins right there at the point of response to another. It exists on both sides of the still point. It is why we respond
and, after the moment of response, it is the demonstration in life itself that we are ethically answerable in the
presence of the other” (14).
23
John Brenkman, in The Cultural Contradictions of Democracy: Political Thought since September 11, calls on
us to reflect upon the way total war is silenced and ignored today. For Brenkman, what should inspire not only
“intense moral,” but also “patriotic outrage,” is America’s ignorance concerning its own behavior abroad—the fact
that America refuses to look at, report on, take account of, or responsibility for the Iraqi causalities it has caused,
which amounts to a “cowardly wanting-not-to-know.” Identifying and calling into conversation some of the
contemporary issues raised by the advent of total war, Brenkman avers: “The country’s prevaricating silence on the
tens of thousands of Iraqis killed is all the starker when juxtaposed to the exaggerated and vociferous fear of death in
the United States since September 11. There is no reliable calculus for measuring what damage this kind of
irresponsibility does to American interests abroad and the spirit of American democracy at home” (22).
24
Eysteinsson and Liska attribute this term to Marjorie Perfloff, quoting her in saying “modernism ‘after all, now
has the charm of history on its side even as it remains, at the end of the twentieth century, our Primal Scene”
(Modernism 2).
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continued during the Spanish Civil War and was realized in the nightmare of history in World
War II. It’s not that World War II was the first genocide, or even the last. But the Shoah was
globally horrifying in the way that every genocide ought to be, broke philosophy’s heart the way
that every war always already should have, because death became a project that took on
deliberation, technolization, and industrialization, almost as if it had become a techne. Vaslav
Nijinsky’s words concerning the First World War ring through this lacuna: “Now I will dance for
you the war... the war which you did not prevent and are also responsible for”. Responsibility,
here, metaphysical or ontological responsibility, is an issue. There is a lapse between the First
World War and the Second World War that has yet to be accounted for; some people point to the
Spanish Civil War. After the First World War, there were serious talks about disarmament and
world peace; society felt it to be possible. After the Second World War, the arms race began.
Philosophy has remained virtually silent on the issues of pacifism, refusing to make the
statement that, to me, it is obliged to make.25
Encounter, a philosophically and poetically invested term, implies the poetic Greeting,
the meeting between thinker and poet, between the withdrawal of the divine from the earth,
between the reader and the poem. If modernism is an aesthetic encounter with the sociopolitical, then it is constituted by an engagement between alterities. Finitude gazing at infinity is
a rendezvous with the other, even if that other is absent only present in its absence. In some
formulations, that relationship implies and requires an ethic, or at the very least a response to the
call. Modernism both puts out and responds to the call of conscience. Maybe the operative word
25

In considering philosophy’s obligation to “say something,” Lacoue-Labarthe’s despair over Heidegger’s
affiliation with National Socialism, and his later silence on the matter, illuminates the responsibility philosophy has
to ethics (to a thinking of the way in which we respond to the call of the other). Lacoue-Labarthe calls Heidegger’s
silence on the Second World War extermination camps in Poetry as Experience “The Unforgivable.” He writes:
“Herein lies Heidegger’s irreparable offense: not in his declarations of 1933-34, which we can understand without
approving, but in his silence on the extermination. He should have been the first to say something. And I was
wrong to think initially that it was enough to ask forgiveness. It is absolutely unforgivable. That is what he should
have said. In any case, there is a risk that thought will never recover from such silence…” (122).
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of the age and the aesthetic engagement it inspired is “ambivalence.” Though modernism
offered a form of resistance to the metanarratives of the age, and often attempted to counter, in
particular, the imperial values celebrated during the Victorian era, it still has much to account
for. As critics have explored the relationship of modernism to conscious and unconscious
permutations of imperialism, fascism, racism, bourgeoisie values, it becomes apparent that, at
times, modernism reiterates and repeats the very structures it seeks to undo. However, it is also
clear, as I will address throughout this book, that the very frames of reference that authorized an
accelerated race towards annihilation and global obliteration have embedded within it trajectories
of resistance and recovery. In staging a critical historical constellation between modernism and
our present moment, perhaps we can recover some of those possible itineraries. In thinking
Eliot’s “what might have been,”26 perhaps we can find the promise of what is possible, or what
can be.

Art!and!War!!
In Soldiers of Salamis, the author/narrator Javier Cercas muses, “Young men go off to the
front and kill and get killed for words, which are poetry, and that’s why poets are always the
ones who win wars” (39). The interplay between art and war, poetry and violence, also
consumes author Virginia Woolf throughout her career, and so she uses experimental literary
techniques to resist the discourses that support a war-making system. As modernism developed
in concert with war, it became the language through which civilians and soldiers alike

26

“What might have been is an abstraction/Remaining a perpetual possibility/ Only in a world of speculation”.
T.S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton,” republished in Complete Poems and Plays 1909-1950, 117.
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represented their experiences of and resistance to wartime conditions.27 However, as war
developed in the age of modernism, wars themselves adopted the avant-garde aesthetic
techniques developed within modernist systems. One of many the tensions implicit in
modernism is that the very language employed to think a better future, one in which peace is
possible, was also the visual and verbal language used by governments and propagandists to
wage war.
Gertrude Stein’s The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas encapsulates this ambivalence in
her reconstruction of a cannon she and Picasso witnessed in Paris, at the outbreak of the First
World War, and the likeness of that cannon to Picasso’s paintings. Stein recounts this
experience in her partner, Alice Toklas’s, voice:
In these pictures he first emphasized the way of building in Spanish villages, the line of
the houses not following the landscape but cutting across an into the landscape, becoming
undistinguishable in the landscape by cutting across the landscape. It was the principle of
the camouflage of the guns and the ships in the war. The first year of the war, Picasso
and Eve, with whom he was living, Gertrude Stein and myself, were walking down the
boulevard Raspail a cold winter evening… All of a sudden down the street came some
big cannon, the first any of us had seen painted, that is camouflaged. Pablo stopped, he
was spell-bound. C’est nous qui avons fait ça, he said, it is we that have created that, he
said. And he was right, he had. From Cézanne through him they had come to that. (90)
According to Stein’s reconstruction, Picasso himself identities the similarity between his cubism,
featured in the Spanish village landscapes, and the camouflage of the cannon. Picasso, the
27

This logic operates on a similar track to Paul Fussell’s chapter “Oh What a Literary War” in The Great War
and Modern Memory, where he shows the ubiquity with which soldiers digested their experiences through literature.
He points out, given the culture of reading at this time, “It is to be expected that one’s reports on experience will to
an extraordinary degree lean on literature or recognize its presence and authority” and that “the actuality of frontline experience was to literalize what before had been figurative” (Chapter V).
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lifelong, adamant pacifist, who held a deep commitment to peace (which will be addressed at
length in chapter five), sees his work in the munitions of war. When Picasso says, “it is we that
have created that,” the ‘we’ stands in for the artists of the age; what he is saying is ‘it is the
modern art movement who have created that.’ We have given them the visual vocabulary of
war.
This theme of the collusion of cubism and war is developed in Patrick Deer’s Culture in
Camouflage, an in-depth analysis of the relationship between culture and war, and the way in
which British literature was co-opted by, and created, a ‘war culture.’ According to Deer, the
war effort “cannibalized modernist culture” in order to “confront the ‘shock of the new’ in
battle” (44). He describes how the French army employed “notable” Cubist painters “Jacques
Villon and Raoul Dufy to camouflage airfields and observations points against aerial
reconnaissance” (44). With further elaboration on the French army’s usage in the First World
War of modernist artists, utilizing modernist technique to undertake massive warfare movements
and defense, Deer tells how figures like “members of the Artists’ Rifles like the Vorticist
sculptor Leon Underwood, a disciple of Marinetti and Wyndham Lewis, alongside the realist
painter Solomon J. Solomon, and Holes, the head theatrical property man at Drury Lane” were
employed to work for the military. He shows this strategy crossed national lines: “the German
expressionist painter Franz Marc, a friend of Klee and Kandinsky, was seconded from the
cavalry to paint nine huge tarpaulins ‘to hide artillery emplacements from airborne spotters and
photography’” (44). Deer then features The Royal Navy’s gun boat (similar to the reference
from Stein above) that he declares the “most spectacular official appropriation of modernist
aesthetics” (45), painted by Edward Wadsworth in an elaborate black-and-white striped, zigzaggy motif.
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From these examples, a picture of the reciprocal relationship between art and war starts to
develop. The hyper-aestheticized nature of the Great War becomes apparent. If the aesthetic is,
in Kantian terms, pertaining to sensibility, then these forms, blending and shifting the nature of
reality into art (as the very landscape and visual field of the sea is altered by modernist war
objects) takes on an extreme edge. The conceptual design and very purpose for being, in addition
to the unnatural and fantastical nature of them, confront previous frames of reference and bends
any rigid boundaries between art and life.

The!Great!Sacrifice!
Modernism looked to the past in order to formulate a thinking of the present and
employed themes of ritual and myth to conceive of the slaughter that occurred on the
battlefields.28 The language often used to justify the magnitude of death of Great War was the
language that was used to describe human sacrifice in ancient rituals—the one must die for the
good of the many. And in the aftermath of the Great War, the language of ritual was employed
to formulate an understanding of something incomprehensible—the scale, violence, and reasons
for the Great War. George Mosse, in the Nationalization of the Masses, uncovers the power of
ritual and identifies it as one of the main recruitment techniques of the Nazi party, displaying that
the ritual inculcation to which the modernists tended was the same spirit mobilized to deploy the
Second World War. A framework for thinking through loss and death, a form of connection, a
way to bridge the gulf between individual desire (or longing) and the community, ritual in

28

In considering the relationship between modernism and mythology, Jean Mills, in The Spirit of Modernist
Classism notes, “Mythology became an attractive proposition for modernist authors who found very little to support
their aesthetic after the carnage of World War I. In the wake of that evitable catastrophe, many writers turned to the
narratives of the classics to find a literary method and structure to articulate their alienation (62).
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modernism comes to represent many of the aspects of coming into modernity while providing a
nostalgic language for a mourning of the past, a bygone time of halcyon days. Susan Jones
explores this thread of ‘primitivism’ in her groundbreaking book Modernism, Literature &
Dance, demonstrating the “reciprocal” relationship between the two art forms, unfolding the way
in which, what she calls the “transmissions” and “echoes”29 between the literary and performing
arts occurred. She shows how modernists used the dance to explore fascinations with ritual and
the ‘primitive,’ citing Rite of Spring as having “galvanized an interest in primitive and ancient
ritual” for the “literature of the 1920’s” (110). The energy, spirit, and yearning for connection
that Rite embodied resounded throughout the modernist era, manifesting into the eruption of the
Great War and offering a recourse to mourning in its aftermath.
Modris Eksteins, in his book Rites of Spring: The Great War and the Birth of the Modern
Age, puts his historical First World War text under the sign of Nijinsky’s ballet. The chapters
fall under titles such as “Rites of War”, “Sacred Dance”, “Night Dancer.” Though Eksteins does
not undertake a study of the modernist writings upon ancient ritual, nor does he use the theories
of Jane Ellen Harrison to analyze Rite of Spring as I do here, the implication of the chapter
headings, compounded by the opening of his text with Rites of Spring and the situating of
modernism around Nijinsky’s ballet all point to war as a mode of ritualized human sacrifice.
Eksteins’ words are haunted by destructive jouissance: “dance of death”; “orgiastic-nihilistic
irony”; “celebration of life through sacrificial death” (xiv). In other words, the same cultural
context or desire that permitted the creation of Rite of Spring also shaped and contributed to an
era and spirit in which Europeans in the summer of 1914 clamored and cried for war, and
marched in the street begging for bloodshed.
29

Jones’ modeling of the transmissions and echoes between art forms, genres, and times periods has affected my
thinking and inspired me to consider in new ways the way that works of art speak to each other, introject, and
transmute other works.

J. Ashley Foster

Modernism’s Impossible Witness

34

In a move that would become emblematic of modernism and define it in years to come,
Nijinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps celebrated ‘primitivism’ and looked back to the past in order
to establish a trajectory for the future and as a way to release ballet from the Apollonian and
technical constraints of its contemporary moment.30 Certainly, as no art exists in isolation, there
was a substantial buildup to the conception, creation, and development of Rite that relied upon an
extensive transnational intellectual and artistic network. It was a co-operative effort of Serge P.
Diaghilev’s dance troupe Ballets Russes and included some of the greatest artists of the time.
Composed by Igor Stravinsky in collaboration with Nicholi Roerich, Serge Diaghilev, and
Vaslav Nijinsky, Rite premiered on May 29, 191331 at the Paris Theatre de Champs-Elysees.
Rite of Spring invokes the ancient spring rites; based on “pagan Russia,” it was inspired
by Princess Tenichev’s “collections of Russian ethnic art” (Nijinsky 208). It is a ritual dance that
anticipated the massive movement of modernity towards destructive jouissance and ritual
practice. The first act, “Adoration of the Earth,” opens onto a pagan celebration of spring,
depicting ritual games, dances, and processions. According to Stravinsky, “the people dance
passionately on the earth, sanctifying and becoming one with it” (Eksteins 10). The second act,
aptly named “The Great Sacrifice,” is the essential moment of the spring rites: the death of the
Chosen One that is then accompanied by the resurrection of the earth.
Driven by a logic of repetition instead of narrative coherency, the choreography of Rite of
Spring manifests a revival of ancient ritual practice. As such, it calls for an analysis based on a
framework of a thinking of repetition and ritual as opposed to an analysis based on a formal
30

In discussing Rite of Spring’s modernism in relation to ‘primitivism,’ Jones notes: “The Rite of Spring
encompassed everything we think of as ‘modernist’, paradoxically achieved through the recovery and
aestheticization of the atavistic” (110).
31
At this premiere, the audience rioted. The audience’s screams and boos were so loud that the dancers could not
here the music. Romola Nijinsky recalls Nijinsky standing on a chair in the wings, counting time for the dancers.
Only the last dance, the solo of the Chosen One, silenced the audience. For a description of the event, along with its
reviews and contradictory accounts, see Eksteins.
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aesthetic of ballet. When Le Sacre premiered, the audience, and most of the critics, did not know
what to do with the innovative choreography, perhaps because they were looking at it through
the wrong lens.32 Le Sacre’s repetition and ritual, the fragmented narrative process and the lack
of a plot development, dissolves the self, disseminates the individual amongst a unified
metaphysical principle,33 and demonstrates the way in which the repetition of the same (ritual
practice) opens up a social connection to the death drive. Rite of Spring illustrates the cultural
need for ritual practice, a practice that according to Jane Harrison embodies a longing—or desire,
a need that could also account for the Great War’s ritualistic slaughter of men. Ritual practice
satiates the drives because it dissolves a sense of self, allowing for a feeling of metaphysical
ecstasy and connection to others. As we shall see, the community, or social element, the loss of
individualism, is especially important to the feeling of jouissance. Le Sacre unfolds historically
along this need–this need that is then absorbed and excited by the rush and frenzy, the initiation
into and celebration of the Great War, only one year later, in 1914.
Le Sacre’s libretto could be the description of any spring rite, anywhere in the world.
Jane Harrison’s Ancient Art and Ritual (1913) and Epilegomena (1921) demonstrate that ritual
practices, from disparate times and disparate cultures, all share a few essential elements. Spring
rites, in particular, are based on a celebration and renewal of life through an encounter with,

32

As Jennifer Homans notes in Apollo’s Angles: A History of Ballet, “Le Sacre du Printemps was not a ballet in
any traditional sense of the word. There was no easy narrative development or room for individual self-expression,
and no conventional theatrical landmarks by which to gauge the action. The ballet worked instead by repetition,
accumulation, and an almost cinematographic montage: static scenes and images juxtaposed and driven forward by
a ritual and musical rather than a strictly narrative logic” (311, emphasis mine).
33
Nietzsche says of the Dionysian Dithyramb (the dance) “man is incited to the highest exaltation of all his
symbolic faculties; something never before experienced struggles for utterance–the annihilation of the veil of Maya,
Oneness as a genius of the race, ay, of nature” (Birth of Tragedy 8). And to participate in the dithyramb, it is
necessary for a man to have “already attained that height of self-abnegation” (8).
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simulation of, or sacrificial death.34 The god, sacrificial victim, or tabooed sacred object dies so
that the earth can be resurrected again each year and a bountiful food supply will be ensured.
The renewal of life depends on a death—a belief very common in ancient Greek mythology of
the Demeter and Dionysus mysteries, where the fertility of the land hinges on a resurrection of
the earth, or rather, the movement from winter into spring. The virgin in Le Sacre enacts the
death of the earth so that the land can be reborn and rejuvenated: “The Chosen Virgin/ accepts
her fate: without considering it,/ she knows that her Tribe -/ the Earth itself, - / are
UNREMORSEFUL/ that the price of continuance/ is her BLOOD: --”35. The Chosen One will
pay the price, each year, and offer up her (or his) death to ensure and celebrate the life of the
tribe. The Chosen One, then, becomes both a symbol for and manifestation of repetition and
return, of life, death, and resurrection, of sterility blossoming into fertility.
The technique Nijinsky used to design Le Sacre undoes dance as balletic movement,
inverts art’s possibility. The dancers quake, shiver, and shutter in the presence of the forces of
the universe. The opening stomps of a group of the five young people in a circle convey a
certain violence, as does the thrusting their hands into the air. This occurs with the beat of the
drums, in a rhythmic, repetitive motion, that feels somatically, to the viewer, like the rhythmic
pulse of life, or like a great natural heartbeat. The inverted toes, the bent backs, and the flexed
feet all turn the movements inward; as Millicent Hodson, the dance historian who reconstructed
Nijinsky’s choreography of Le Sacre du Printemps, notes:

34

Harrison explains that the death is necessary so that the resurrection can occur: “the intent of the whole ritual
could not be clearer, it is a fertility drama ...it has become a cycle of the life of man and the life of the year. In that
cycle two events are cardinal. The Fight (agon) and the Death swiftly followed by the Resurrection. The Fight in
variant forms is world-wide... The Death and Resurrection have the like magical intent, and here the essential rite is
the Resurrection, the Death is but the necessary preliminary” (E xxxix).
35
From Frank Bidart’s poetic project The Sacrifice based on Nijinsky’s Diaries, (this section is also quoted by
Kopelson in The Queer Afterlife of Vaslav Nijinsky), pg. 15.
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their inverted stance suggested vulnerability but also autonomy ...Nijinsky’s inverted
postures, out of which he had constructed a style for Le Sacre du Printemps, were a
denial of the authority invested in modern civilization ...turning inward suggested a
different set of social and psychological priorities, a different notion of the power
relationships between man and the universe. (xix)
In this work, man is humbled before the universe, with the bent backs of farm work and fear of
starvation. The old woman, a sage of the tribe, wears her years through a hunched back and
moving with bent knees and flat feet; as she weaves in and out of the groupings of the core de
ballet, she protects the tribe with her blessings.36 She holds a totem object, a bunch of twigs,
which in ritual practice signifies the calling of spring.37 When the seven young maidens enter,
they walk with straight backs, but still have the unusual inverted toes. Their cocked heads and
processional formation, the flexed wrists upon which their chins rest, allude to Grecian friezes.
They angle their bodies towards the audience in order to appear two-dimensional, becoming the
pantheonic friezes that Nijinsky fell in love with in the Louvre, friezes that depict fertility
processions.38
In the last and most dramatically powerful scene where the Chosen One dances herself to
death, a sacrificial death that can be read as a gift offering for the sake of the community, the
chorographical elements of repetition and stylized technique imbibe individualized terror, a
socially inspired longing for death. There is something tragic and yet beautiful, self destructive
36

Hodsons explains why this weaving is significant: “In various traditions of ritual dance, figures responsible for
magic rarely move in straight lines; instead they wind back and forth across the path to or from their destination, as
though warding off dangers” (CAG 15)
37
See Harrison, Ancient Art and Ritual, 61.
38
According to Richard Buckle, Nijinsky’s choreography was heavily influenced by a trip to the Louvre that
Nijinsky took with Diaghilev where the former became enamored with Greek processional friezes (N 163). This is
especially interesting in the context of Harrison’s work on ritual and Greek friezes, to which she dedicates a chapter
in Ancient Art and Ritual, but which we do not have the space to discuss here.
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and yet erotic, in the Chosen One’s dance. Her continuous, repetitive leaps build in a mania that
affirms life, even though it flails towards death. Amidst the leaps, the Chosen One propels her
arms about her body, spinning around to break out of the chain of villagers that has surrounded
her, showing the conflicted position of the tabooed subject. Her jumps, with arms outstretched
and legs doubled back so that her ankles almost hit the back of her thighs, rise above the
encircled ring, and demonstrate emotional distress and power. The notes from Millicent
Hodson’s reconstruction read as such: “First jump and signature jumps. The repetition is
abbreviated now to the following: jump, jump, jump, and the drop/jump and then drop. This
drop is exaggerated to show the increasing strain on the Chosen One. She should collapse into
it” (189). She is afraid of death, and yet flings herself towards it through a repetition compulsion
of motions that eventually kill her from exhaustion. The momentum of the jumps and the
exhaustion builds, to an electrifying crescendo of death: “The Chosen One in a frenzy flounders
in the repetition of these jumps, hurling her from side to side until the whirlwind winds her into a
funnel of revolutions in place” (191). In this dance, repetition compulsion stems from the death
drive, which is at the service of a greater theme of repetition. In this way, both repetition
compulsion and the death drive open a metaphorical horizon into universal cycles and cylindrical
ritual practices and a Nietzschean eternal return.
The repetition of jumps in the Chosen One’s dance is motivated by the same repetitive
force that spurs ritual practice. All ritual, according to Harrison’s work, is an embodiment of
emotion, a repetition of an emotion felt during a primary act: “It [ritual] desires to recreate an
emotion, not to reproduce an object” (Art and Ritual 26). Through a reading of Freud merged
with a reading of Harrison, ritual is the language of the drives. It utters and represents, in
Harrison’s words, a “will to live” (65); stemming from desire, from a need beyond need, from an
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abyss or absence of the other, ritual is “an utterance, a discharge of emotion and longing” (34).
In other words, or in more Freudian terms, for Harrison, ritual is a form of sublimation, a socially
acceptable way to formulate the satisfaction of the drives.39 She almost says as much with the
statement: “Art and religion, though perhaps not wholly ritual, spring from the incomplete cycle,
from unsatisfied desire, from perception and emotion that have somehow not found immediate
outlet in practical action” (41). Ritual practice provides the discharge of desire that daily activity
fails to sate; however, because the very definition of the drives is organized around a lack, an
absence, a hollow, there is no way to ever fully satiate them. Like an addict who gets a fix and
then needs another, a good dose of satisfaction leaves one always wanting more, repeating the
satiation and then hunger of satisfying the drives infinitely. The dance of the Chosen One is the
moment at which the world witnessed Eros colliding with Thanatos–the movement of the drives
opening onto a Nietzschean eternal return.
Rite of Spring functions along this continuum and satiates the drives (albeit momentarily)
because the life drive collides with the death drive in a flourish of destructive jouissance. The
last scene of Le Sacre makes this especially apparent. The virgin chooses her own death.
Chosen by the community, she assumes agency by dancing herself to death before they can kill
her, sacrificing herself of her own volition so that her death will gift the community with the
resurrection of the earth and new life. Her manic leaps and bounds, her unhinged and unbound
blissful whirl towards death is actually a celebration of her life, and the life to which she gives
the community. The repetition compulsion of the series of jumps, choreographed to be a manic,
39

In the Lacanian reading of Freud, the drives are organized around a forbidden object, a tabooed desire, which is
then sublimated to yield to the law. Sublimation changes the love, fetish, or tabooed objects to fit into norms and
values of a society: “sublimation is characterized by a change of objects, or in the libido, a change that doesn’t occur
through the intermediary of a return of the repressed nor symptomatically, indirectly, but directly, in a way that
satisfies directly. The sexual libido finds satisfaction in objects; how does it distinguish them? Quite simply and
massively, and in truth not without opening a field of infinite complexity, as objects that are socially valorized,
objects which the group approves, insofar as they are objects of public utility. That is how the possibility of
sublimation is defined” (Seminar VII: Ethics of Psychoanalysis 94).
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panicked attempt at a final control, is when no dance is ever so vibrant, so alive. The life drive
kicks into high gear when faced with death. This is the meaning of destructive jouissance, the
bliss of encountering the razor’s edge of death.
Rite of Spring concretely offers the satisfaction of a drive by performing destructive
jouissance. It obliterates the self. It is a modern ritual not because it aims to invoke the rains, or
a good harvest, or even a fecund reproductive season; it is a modern ritual because it embodies
the desires of the drives and presents the erotics of life encountering death in a cosmic intimacy
with the Other. It rides the edge of social acceptance and taboo, disrupts and disharmonizes the
comfort of the viewer, and in its beauty underwrites the grotesquely forbidden ugliness of human
society: some must be sacrificed so others can live. It offends the senses because it dares to
make death beautiful and dares to expose the bliss in destruction and annihilation; the fact that
humans derive sublime pleasure from pain. Le Sacre du Printemps is the “beyond” of the
“pleasure principle” as the young virgin flails her way towards a sacred death.
Le Sacre du Printemps also shows us, through its sacrificial victim, how the death drive
is, in Lacan’s terms, “also a will to create from zero, a will to begin again” (Ethics 212). As
Harrison says: “We are so accustomed to think of sacrifice as the death, the giving up, the
renouncing of something. But sacrifice does not mean “death” at all. It means making holy,
sanctifying; and holiness was to primitive man just special strength and life” (Art and Ritual 90).
There is ongoing life in the virgin’s death. This is where Eros and Thanatos open onto a
Nietzschean eternal return.
According to Difference & Repetition, the death instinct collapses into the eternal return
and the death instinct meets the social element of ritual practice. For the death instinct is an
individual psychical phenomenon and the eternal return is a dissolution of the self, a Dionysian
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force that binds the individual to the collective. At the base of both the life drive (Eros) and the
death drive (Thanatos) is repetition; this repetition is what constitutes the eternal return, driving
the straight line of the death instinct back into the path of the repetition of the simulacra, the
Apollonian (individuation) repetition of difference. Or rather, the repetition of Being. The
repetition of Being and non-being that ritual practice embodies and simulates. For Deluze:
it is all in the same movement that there is a reflux of Eros onto the ego, that the ego
takes upon itself the disguises and displacements which characterize the objects in order
to construct its own fatal affection, that the libido loses all mnemic content and Time
loses its circular shape in order to assume a merciless and straight form, and that the
death instinct appears, indistinguishable from that pure form, the desexualized energy of
that narcissistic libido. (113)
Eros turn back on itself; the ego turns back on itself, and in this turn the cyclical nature of time
opens out into a straight line, into death, “the empty form of time” (112). For the living, death
“is not a material state”, and therefore not something to which “the living would return” (112).
For the return is not a return of the same, but of the different. This is why it cannot be a circle,
but a decentered circle; repetition is maintained by the fact that the different appears, over and
over.40 A straight line of time that folds into a circle, we are given a formless death instinct that
re-centers itself along the lines of the recurrence of the different. The eternal return is the death
instinct’s “other face” (115). Occupying the third level of Deluze’s manifold of repetition, the
40

In expounding upon his readings of Freud, Deluze connects the death drive with the eternal return, thus
negotiating the movement between singular (the person) and universal (eternal return). Deluze writes in Difference
& Repetition: “At this extreme point the straight line of time forms a circle again, a singularly tortuous one; or
alternatively, the death instinct reveals an unconditional truth hidden in its ‘other’ face – namely, the eternal return
in so far as this does not cause everything to come back but, on the contrary, affects a world which has rid itself of
the default of the condition and the equality of the agent in order to affirm only the excessive and the unequal, the
interminable and the incessant, the formless as the product of the most extreme formality. This is how the story of
time ends: by undoing its too well centered natural or physical circle and forming a straight line which then, lead by
its own length, reconstitutes an eternally decentered circle” (115).
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eternal return underwrites both the second level of repetition (the cylindrical and calendric) and
the cursory level (the bare and material).
When the Chosen One of Le Sacre du Printemps dies at the behest of the life drive
gesturing towards the death drive, then, her death marks the meeting point of a Deluzian reading
between Freud and Nietzsche. She encounters death’s “other face”, the eternal return, making
the ritual a site of celebration, but also of mourning. For life will return, but not her life. There
will be a repetition of Being, but not a repetition of the same. The ritual may satiate the drives in
performing the poetic Greeting between life and death, but the resurrection that occurs will be
one of the earth, or of living, not a literal resurrection of the Chosen One. Perhaps this is the
tragedy Nietzsche refers to in the Birth of Tragedy: the ecstasy and the despair of Dionysus
encapsulated in Apollo.
Rite of Spring harkens back to another time, another place. As it does so, though, it
becomes very much an emblem of its present time and a foreshadowing of the future. In the
attempt to recapture ancient rites that speak to the drives, it exposes the lack of satisfaction in its
own cultural moment—a moment culminating in frenzy and excitement, searching for a cultural
discharge. Rite of Spring is thus, not only the icon of modernist dance, but also one of the icons
of the age. It is one of the aesthetic endeavors where art and war meet.
The year 1914 was replete with a frenzied, revolutionary energy. Europe went to war
because the culture called for it; the continent was invested in war-making as a ritual endeavor,
and a way to preserve old traditions and escort in new ones. Europe viewed warfare as a way to
actualize life, much like the ancient rituals of death and resurrection. For the Germans: “The
war, ironically, was a matter of life, not death; it was an affirmation of vitality, energy, virtue.
The war was a matter of art” (Eksteins 94). For the British, this rite of passage, this cultural
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initiation ritual was not only a movement for boys to be initiated into manhood; it was a way to
connect with a British lineage, citizenship, and ancestry: “the British looked on it [the war] as a
struggle to preserve social values, precisely those values and ideals which the prewar avant-garde
had so bitterly attacked: notions of justice, dignity, civility, restraint, and “progress” governed by
a respect for law” (118). Eksteins’ work highlights the ritualized elements of war, though it does
not develop them. Particularly left unexplored is the idea of initiation rituals and war.
The Great War repeated the sacrifice of the virgin; the Chosen One’s dance was
performed on the battlefields, en masse. Theirs was not a fertility, ritual, however: it was a failed
initiation ritual, otherwise called a rite of passage. This rite marks the growth from adolescence
into adulthood. The adolescent is tested and tried to prove that he or she can become a
participating, productive member of society. The initiated undergoes trials, dangerous journeys,
and exclusion from the society so that he or she can then be reintegrated into society as a whole
and healthy member of the clan. The movement into adulthood is considered a second birth, a
re-birth after a simulated death: “In initiation ceremonies the death of the novice is almost
always simulated and sometimes actually caused. This death is followed by a resurrection”
(Epilegomena xxxi). I am arguing that World War I functioned as a cultural initiation ritual and
sought to sate the destructive jouissance trapped in the atmosphere of the frenzy of 1914.
However, the ritual failed because the boys did not come home as men, to be reintegrated as
functioning members of society. Many of them did not come home at all, and those who did
bore debilitating wounds or traumatic mental scars that kept them from reintegration. And the
drives remained unsatisfied because what was supposed to be destructive jouissance, a way to
celebrate life from death, a way to turn war into art, gave way to raw devastation. There was no
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jouissance because there was no life drive to celebrate. No resurrection followed the death; the
fallen soldier did not rejuvenate the world, he left a waste land behind.
Nijinsky’s dance becomes the quest of poetry, however, as the cultural ritual enacted by
the Great War fails to resurrect the lost sacrificial boys. When the liaisons between people break
down, poetry remains as an individualized gesture towards a yearning for intimacy and
connection. Without any formal recognition of ritual and passages, culture adopts surrogate,
unofficial rituals and rites that feed the never-ending need of the drives. I am proposing we think
of World War I as such a ritual; however, it was a worldwide death ritual with no accompanying
resurrection. The connection to an ancestral culture, history-making, and destructive jouissance
was severed as it became more and more increasingly apparent in the war effort that the passage
was doomed; that men were not returning home; that the war was to last much longer than
anyone has originally anticipated; and that most victories were pyrrhic. There was a
romanticization of what technology could do, and the collapse of the distinctions between
aesthetics, violence, technology, and life lead to an idealization that the war itself totally
undermined. Destructive jouissance, the beauty and fascination of the death drive, the rush and
exhilaration of death, depends on the successful resolution of death into life. There is no
destructive jouissance without the life drive. On one register, the poetry of The Waste Land and
Paris: A Poem is in mourning over the human capacity for violence and destruction with no hope
of resurrection; it is the elegy of a generation and the wail of a death without life. As
disillusionment41 set in and the ritual of war failed to rejuvenate society or the earth, a generation

41

This nihilism (loss of faith in cultural cohesion), or disillusionment, occurs in the wake of “the unsettling
recognition that no overarching principle determined the actual patters of historical change” (172). John Brenkman,
in “Freud the Modernist,” notes that “Between the 1870s and the 1920s, various modernist thinkers lost faith in the
notion that modern ethical, political, and aesthetic ideals were destined to fuse with scientific, technological, and
economic advances and lift humanity to a new life” (172). This loss in faith is reflected in Woolf’s claim in A Room
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went into mourning, not just for what we had lost, but what we had become. The Waste Land and
Paris are the result of a longing, a desire unfulfilled–they are, in Harrison’s words, a holophrase.
Modern poetry’s utterance is the event that occurs when ritual fails and we no longer have a rite
to temporarily relieve and satiate our drives.
Hope Mirrlees’s poem, Paris, greets us from a space of desire, gesturing towards the
abyss of the drives. “I want a holophrase,” the poem simply states in its opening. A holophrase,
according to Jane Harrison, is a primordial language. One utterance describes a complex
thought, that in later language was partitioned. As Jean Mills explains in The Spirit of Modernist
Classicism: “According to Harrison, a holophrase was a primitive, pre-literate, fixed meaningmaking representation in language for a larger, more complex set of ideas” (34). It gives
meaning to a nexus of complicated ideas and establishes a linguistically indistinguishable
relationship between the subject and the object of the representation of meaning; in other words,
it collapses the distinctions and boundaries between the self and other, instead exposing an
interrelationship of networks of meaning.42 For Mills, this means: “A holophrase ...for me,
represents a kind of longing for intimacy” (35). It is this longing for intimacy that establishes the
abyss of desire, the desire of the drives.
Mirrlees makes several saturnine, direct references to unfulfilled rituals, to fertility rituals
and rites of passage aborted, illustrating Paris’s position as holophrase yearning for the satiation
of the life drive.43 The poem’s setting, the First of May, or Mayday, not only forges a political
of One’s Own that the war killed romance because “our rulers” looked “so ugly” and “so stupid” in the “light of the
shell fire” (15).
42
Sandeep Parmar describes a holophrase as “a primitive linguistic structure that expresses a complex concept in
a single word or short phrase” (Introduction, xl).
43
Parmar notes, in thinking through the relationship between wanting and the holophrase, “Of course, ‘want’ is a
kind of holophrase – and it also puns on want, as in ‘to lack.’ The poem begins with the utterance of the self, but it
is a self on the verge of primitive language, precipice on its own desire, and inundated with communicative and noncommunicative language. Its opening is also an invocation, and as the poem continues, it points back to the
traditions of classical epic” (Introduction, xl-xli).
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alliance with the proletariat by staging the poem on the day of a worker’s strike of 1919, but also
superimposes the setting over the Mayday fertility rituals. This passage of Mirrlees, (lines 235260) disrupt the standard topography of the page, forcing readers to read vertically instead of
horizontally. Introduced by the line “The first of May” (235), the poem then laments: “There is
no lily of the valley” (236-259), stretched long down the page, so that each letter of the phrase is
its own line. The cry issued looks like the flower to which it refers, the long stem of the lily.
On one register, there is a purely materialist reading of these lines. As Briggs points out
in her notes to “Paris,” the worker’s strike meant that the traditional lily of the valley were never
delivered (296), and as Mirrlees passes the place where she would normally buy the flowers, she
makes note of their absence. However, when one considers that May first is also a pagan fertility
ritual intended to bless the land and stimulate growth, life, and pregnancy, another dimension for
reading these lines opens.
As Harrison explains, “The bringing in of the new leafage in the form of a tree or flowers
is one, and perhaps the simplest, form of spring festival” (Art and Ritual 60). It is a celebration
of life, a resurrection of the earth, and a waving away of winter death, symbolized by the sprig of
new earth presented and carried in the ritual ceremony. When the flowers fail to be delivered,
when Mirrlees laments that “there is no lily of the valley,” what she is saying, if read next to
Harrison’s work, is that the yearly spring ritual cannot be celebrated. Symbolically, there is no
new life to wave out the winter and welcome the spring; the resurrection of the earth cannot take
place this year. The absence of the lily of the valley is the absence of new growth and life;
Mirrlees’s fertility ritual ends in sterility.
Likewise in longing, a holophrase speaking to the unfulfilled drives, the last section of
The Waste Land communicates the space between life and death, the median place of living-but-
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not that figures a traumatized individual through the barrenness of the land and the failure of life
to rejuvenate. Placed alongside Harrison and thought through the framework of ritual ceremony,
it becomes clear that the fertility rituals and rites of passage alluded to throughout the poem are
futile, leaving a deserted waste land in their collapse. As Harrison describes:
The Central Australian spring is not the shift from winter to summer, from cold to heat,
but from a long, arid, and barren season to a season short and often irregular in recurrence
of torrential rain and sudden fertility ...In the dry season all is hot and desolate ...all is
stones and sand...Then suddenly the rainy season sets in ...As soon as the season of
fertility approaches he [the Australian] begins his rites ... (Art and Ritual 63-64)
From this passage, we can see that the hot, arid, dry season, the season that cannot breed life
because there is no water, is waved away with the fertility rites of spring that receive the rainy
season, engendering life and bringing about vegetative growth and food. But, in The Waste
Land, the rain never comes. Instead, “Here is no water but only rock/ Rock and no water and the
sandy road/ The road winding above among the mountains/ Which are mountains of rock without
water/ If there were water we should stop and drink” (331-334).
The opening of The Waste Land anticipates the ending, as the opening refuses to situate
the poem within a standard quest narrative, indicating the impossibility of the quest. Because of
the security and safety, in the form of food and warmth that spring provides, the spring rites are
usually a celebration that eagerly anticipates the ending of winter. However, The Waste Land
greets the springtime from a place of dread in its famous first lines, lending a sense of security to
the hibernation and freezing preservation of winter instead of spring: “April is the cruelest
month, breeding / Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing/ Memory and desire, stirring/ Dull roots
with spring rain./ Winter kept us warm, covering/ Earth in forgetful snow, feeding/ a little life
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with dried tubers” (1-7). In a reversal of the standard representation of seasons, the thawing and
waking that occurs during spring is dangerous here. These lines subvert the ritual process,
celebrating the numbness of winter instead of the renewal of life in spring. This may be
precisely because there will not be a wide scale renewal of life in The Waste Land, as the land is
left in drought, and unlike winter, blanketed in “forgetful” snow, the scorching, desolate summer
makes the land’s misery obvious. Here, spring is not greeted with excitement or relief, and the
resurrection of the dead never occur, leaving the poet and the poem in a place of wanting, of
desiring, a connection to life that the poem fails to satiate.
Before World War I, at a time when Europe was searching for a method of ritual practice
and artists turned to the past to find a relationship to their present, Vaslav Nijinsky “discovered”
the Grecian friezes, stone ritual relics, that provided him a language to embody and experience
the life drive. Though Nijinsky’s career was short lived and Rites of Spring only had eight
performances, the resonance of his legacy disseminated amongst the artistic networks and
communities throughout Europe.44 As the Great War overshadowed both the cultural and the
artistic climate of modernism, if the possibility that Nijinsky engendered in art was not lost, it
was at least deferred. In the wake of World War I, in a society headed towards the Spanish Civil
War and World War II, the rite of passage that promised a connection to the life drive severed
that connection with its very dissolution. It is from this aporia that The Waste Land and Paris: A
Poem speak; it is from the desire, the longing, captured in the line “I want a holophrase.”
From the examples of The Rite of Spring, The Waste Land, and Paris: A Poem, the
interrelationship between art and war, ritual and rites, begins to unfold. Another important
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Nancy Hargrove traces Eliot’s attendance of Ballets Russes performances and their influence on him in “T.S.
Eliot and the Dance,” saying the “new works of the Ballets Russes influenced his own views of poetry as illustrated
in The Waste Land, which he was composing at the time and in which he clearly transforms contemporary life into
‘something rich and strange’” (80).
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element in these discussions comes to light: the way in which pacifist influences are filtered,
transmitted, and repeated and redacted throughout modernism. It was one of the tragic ironies of
modernism that an adamant pacifist such as Vaslav Nijinsky would have prophesized the
slaughter of the battlefields with his ritual sacrifice in Rite of Spring. Vaslav Nijinsky suffered
over the war; indeed, as the Chosen One, he identified with the fallen soldier. Throughout his
diaries, he exhibits an obsessional preoccupation with the war. Starting in 1919, he paints
soldiers’ faces, “strange faces, eyes peering from every corner, red and black, like a bloodstained
mortuary cover” (Romola Nijinsky 416) compulsively. In the aftermath of the outbreak of the
war, Le Sacre du Printemps was read in hindsight as a foreshadowing or warning. Jennifer
Homans, in Apollo’s Angles, tells us: “as events pushed the Continent closer to war, Sacre was
increasingly understood as an ominous prelude ...a French Critic declared Sacre de Printemps a
‘Dionysian orgy dreamed of by Nietzsche and called forth by his prophetic wish to be the beacon
of a world hurtling toward death’” (319). Nijinsky internalized this conflation, the destructive
jouissance of Rite and the devastation of Europe. Only months after the armistice, he danced the
world the war, repeating the role of sacrificial victim to a world gone mad.
Harrison herself was a pacifist, having published the pamphlet “Peace with Patriotism” in
1915. Harrison’s work was transmitted into Eliot45 through his interest in classical anthropology
and his use of Jesse Weston, who is indebted to Harrison’s work, and into Virginia Woolf, who
cites Harrison in A Room of One’s Own. Through figures such as Harrison and Nijinsky, the
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Jean Mills shows how Harrison, though read by many modernists and largely influential in her day, has been
relegated to the periphery through modernism’s refusal to claim her as a source. She writes in Goddesses and
Ghosts: “Eliot further argued, curiously leaving Jane Harrison’s work out of his conclusions, that “psychology …
ethnology and The Golden Bough have concurred to make possible what was impossible even a few years ago”,
referring to the scientific, archaeological, and anthropological advances that were made and fostered the modernist
embrace of myth.… he forgets to credit Harrison or the core members of the Cambridge Ritualists (of which Frazer
was its weakest contributor), even though his graduate thesis “The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual” in the King’s
College archives, relies heavily on Harrison’s theories and on the translations and interpretations of the Cambridge
Ritualists, in general” (94-95).
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pacifist influences weaved into modernism become evident. Nijinsky’s last public performance,
the way in which Harrison publishes for peace and is echoed throughout modernism, and the
modernist networks that are influenced and affected by them, are just a few of the pacifist
threads embedded in modernism. Modernism, though it evolved and developed alongside the
Modernist Wars, contains a profound peace testimony that is at the core of its ambivalence.

“Positive!Peace”!and!Modernism’s!Peace!Testimony!
Vaslav Nijinsky and Jane Harrison were just two of many pacifists who created
substantial works and contributed to the public and artistic discourses of the modernist era. As
we examine the history of modernism, it becomes clear that the modernist movement was deeply
ensconced in the peace movement. There are two primary ways of considering pacifism within
modernism. The first is to study the autobiographical facts and proclivities behind the artists and
authors of the time, exploring what causes they supported and the way in which they contributed
to civic initiatives. As this dissertation will show, the activists who protested the Modernist
Wars overlapped considerably with modernist networks. Prominent modernists served on peace
committees, wrote peace pamphlets, advocated for the League of Nations with the hope of
creating an everlasting peace, and contributed to peace campaigns—philosophically and
materially through literature, artworks, and labor.
The second approach to viewing pacifism within modernism is to deconstruct the way in
which particular modernist works perform, impart, or transmit pacifist philosophies, examining
what tensions and missions lie inherent in the work itself. During the Spanish Civil War, this
mode of reading is complicated by the ethical issues introduced by total war. The very same
material that performs along a pacifist mission can be used to incite violence. The pictures of
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‘dead bodies and ruined houses’ that torture Woolf possess antimony at their core: they
simultaneously call for military intervention to stop the ruthless targeting of civilians while they
epitomize the necessity for an absolutist pacifist stance.
This dissertation adopts both modes reading, exploring the intersections between
pacifism and modernism, excavating the way modernist networks adopted activist programs of
peace while simultaneously exploring individual works to uncover their embedded peace
testimonies. “Peace testimony” is a Quaker term, signifying a lived action that testifies to an
inner belief. Testimonies can be thought of as cornerstones of the Quaker tradition; they
exemplify the notion that the Friends are a religion of “works not words.”46 For Quakers, faith
must be lived, manifested, and embodied—the actions of faith are the Quaker testimonies
historically including Peace, Truth, Simplicity, Equality, and Justice.47 Meeting for worship, the
silent gatherings that the Friends hold where they wait to be moved by an inner message that
would compel a Friend to stand and deliver “free ministry” (a spontaneous message from within)
is a witness to the faith of the inner light—that there is a divine spark in every being; there is that
of God in every person.48 That the divine spark needs to be fostered and nurtured to grow is a
foundation of the Quaker faith. The individual testimonies are lived actions that facilitate the
flourishing of the divine spark. Quakers believe killing is antithetical to the recognition of the
inner light and is at odds with the idea of fostering the divine spark in every being. War,
therefore, according to the Friends, is seen as a breach of faith and an action against the goodness
that lives within us all.
46

Farah Mendlesohn, Quaker Relief Work in the Spanish Civil War, 7.
See Quaker Faith and Practice 8.11 at http://qfp.quaker.org.uk/passage/8-11/.
48
Caroline Emelia Stephen, Virginia Woolf’s aunt, describes the “inner light” in her book Light Arising: “there is
given to every human being a measure, or germ, of something of an illuminating nature—something of which the
early Friends often spoke as “a seed of life”—a measure of that “light, life spirit and grace of Christ” which they
recognized as the gift of God to all men. They dwelt as much on the universality as on the inwardness…” (2).
47
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When I argue, then, that modernism contains an embedded peace testimony, I am arguing
that modernist works make manifest and embody philosophical pacifist beliefs. They can be
seen as forms of action in addition to pieces of art or literature. I am arguing that creating art is a
form of activism and protest that reflects, manifests, and transmits the idea that human life is
sacred and to eliminate it en masse is both tragic and morally unacceptable; that the works
themselves are dissentions from the war. There is also, however, a deeply wound
interrelationship between the beliefs put forth in the pamphlets, fundraisers, and tasks undertaken
by the pacifist modernists and the works that they create. As my project will demonstrate with
Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas, Pablo Picasso’s Guernica, Spanish Civil War journalism, and
Muriel Rukeyser’s Spanish Civil War poetry, these pacifist beliefs both dictate the formal,
experimental structure and add to cultural vocabulary of modernism. Spanish Civil War pacifist
modernist works have grown out of, and are in conversation with, both the Modernist Wars and
the pacifist mission undertaken in World War I. This section will now give a very brief
overview of some of the influential First World War pacifists and situate Spanish Civil War
“pacifist modernism”49 on a historical continuum.
I have framed the modernist project of “peace testimony” deliberately, highlighting and
emphasizing the influence of the Quakers on modernist circles. Little work outside of Jane
Marcus’s article “Niece of a Nun”—which discusses the influence of Woolf’s Quaker theologian
aunt on Woolf’s work and thinking—has been done to tie the Society of Friends to the European
avant-garde of the 1900’s.50 However, it should be noted that many pacifist threads originate

49

A term I have adopted from Grace Brockington’s Above the Battlefield, p. 4.
Grace Brockington’s book Above the Battlefield is one of the few books to include a discussion of Quakerism
in the context of Bloomsbury, where she demonstrates how Quaker thought is compatible with the Bloomsbury
community, as she also quotes Roger Fry’s unpublished pamphlet on Friends Relief work in France. See pages 4044 and 82-84. Allison Lewis and Kathryn Heininge also work on Virginia Woolf and Caroline Emelia Stephen’s
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with, or are influenced by, the Quakers. The very first sentence of the first chapter of Leo
Tolstoy’s pacifist treatise The Kingdom of God is Within You (1894) opens with notes of
solidarity from the Quakers and then quotes them extensively, outlining the Friends’ argument
against war in his first eight pages.51 Both Vaslav Nijinsky and Gandhi were heavily influenced
by Tolstoy, suggesting that Quaker pacifism was at the root of many modernist discussions.52 As
modernism evolved in conversation with the Modernist Wars, the Quakers and the peace
movement of Britain were in active engagement with modernism and modernist works. Romain
Rolland, who wrote the renowned pamphlet Above the Battlefield53 in 1915, published first in
Cambridge Magazine by the Cambridge Heretics (of which Jane Ellen Harrison, Bertrand
Russell, and George Bernard Shaw were a part), was reprinted by the Friends’ Peace
Committee.54
As Grace Brockington observes in Above the Battlefield: “Bloomsbury’s nonconformist
Christian ancestry gave them a historical link with the Quaker-dominated peace movement that,
at the least, made them sensitive to the possibility of principled pacifism” (40). I would argue,
extending upon this thought, that not only did Quakerism make Bloomsbury “sensitive to the
possibility of principled pacifism,” but the Society of Friends played an active role in their
influences and, therefore, helped to shape their philosophies and very aesthetics. Bloomsbury,
51

See Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God is Within You, Chapter 1.
Joan Acocella notes Tolstoy’s prevalent influence on pacifists of the modernist era, among them both Nijinsky
and Gandhi. She writes in the introduction The Diary of Vaslav Nijinsky: “[Nijinsky’s] vegetarianism, anarchism,
and pacifism, together with his recoil from sex and what seems to be his repudiation of his past work (‘all those
dances are death’), are all connected to Tolstoy, whom many besides Nijinsky—Gandhi, for example—regarded as a
great teacher” (XL).
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Grace Brockington claims that Rolland’s pamphlet, introduced by G. L. Dickinson and published by the
Cambridge Heretics and then later in Cambridge Magazine, is an example of Bloomsbury’s attempt to “resist
insularity in their own lives” and “made notable efforts to disseminate translations of European texts. Rolland’s
pamphlet was originally published in Journal de Genéve” (62-63). The Quaker’s interest in Rolland’s pamphlet, I
feel, is emblematic of the way in which they interacted with contemporary writers and thinkers and were ensconced
in most pacifist conversations.
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The Friends published and distributed this pamphlet with permissions from Cambridge “without any charge on
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through its causes, political affiliations, economic positions, and activist endeavors, was in active
engagement with the Quakers for years. Roger Fry grew up in the Society of Friends, born into
one of the old, great Quaker families who, like the Clarkes and Cadburys, represented an
institution of Friends in themselves.55 Joan Mary Fry, Roger’s sister, wrote the pamphlet “A Just
War” for The Friends’ Peace committee, and Ruth Fry wrote numerous Quaker documents.56
Julian Bell attended a Quaker school.57 Virginia Woolf’s aunt was the theologian Caroline
Emelia Stephen, who wrote three compelling texts outlining Quaker thought and practice.58
George Bernard Shaw considered himself a “Quaker by temperament if not by faith.”59 Roger
Fry traveled to France and wrote an unpublished manuscript entitled “Friends Work for War
Victims in France.”60 David Garnett and Francis Birrell joined the Friends War Victims Relief
Mission.61 Later, when Friends House was built catty-corner to Gordon Square in 1934, it
became a mecca for meetings and progressive political activity. During the Spanish Civil War,
Friends House hosted events in the service of Spanish relief, a cause with which Bloomsbury
was deeply involved. Stephen Spender spoke there in the aid Spain movement, and the Friends
worked alongside many of the committees in England as opponents of fascism and total war.62
As the modernist era dawned, the Quaker emphasis on manifesting their testimonies in
community action grew in importance to the Society. Farah Mendlesohn has termed the
55

Virginia Woolf opens her biography of Roger Fry with a description of his Quaker ancestry.
Joan Mary Fry, “A Just War.” Copies provided by Friends House, housed in Friends House Library in the
Peace Committee pamphlet boxes.
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See Julian Bell: From Bloomsbury to the Spanish Civil War, Chapter1.
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These works include Light Arising: Thoughts on the Central Radiance (1908); Quaker Stronghold (1891); and
The Vision of Faith and Other Essays (1911).
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Quoted from “Bernard Shaw and the Inner Light” by Rhoda B. Nathan (109). In this article, Nathan argues that
Shaw’s characters were informed by Quaker thought, maintaining: “That he approved of the self-motivation of the
Friends and translated their rugged independence and “inner light” to many of his own character portrayals is
evident in his own plays” (108).
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Manuscript copies provided by Kings College Archive Centre, from the Papers of Roger Fry.
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See Jonathan Atkin, A War of Individuals: Bloomsbury Attitudes to the Great War, pg. 30.
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56

J. Ashley Foster

Modernism’s Impossible Witness

55

generation of Quakers that flourished in the early twentieth century as “modernist Friends,”
(QRW 8) accenting the engagement between belief and activity. The idea of creating the kind of
world that could sustain peace became an important priority for the upcoming Quakers, which
exacerbated an existentialist thread that was already embedded in the faith. Living the
testimonies of social justice and peace took on an expanded value for the Quakers. They were an
active part of the No-Conscription Fellowship (which published Bertrand Russell’s writings)
during the First World War,63 which protested British Conscription, involuntary military service
for men. England and the United States had a non-conscription movement and a legal system for
conscientious objection that other European countries did not have; though there were pacifists
internationally, England and the United States held sympathies toward non-conscription that
were simply not tolerated in other belligerent countries.
The Quaker testimony for peace progressively adopted a social justice dimension as the
Modernist Wars progressed and as the Religious Society of Friends evolved. The Society of
Friends, experiencing a revival, re-emphasized the peace testimony and moved away from
doctrine. According to Mendlesohn, “the renewed Peace Testimony meant a stronger emphasis
on action and by the end of the 1920s modernist Friends were taking an ever larger part in
international peace groups and in the growing peace movement” (QRSCW 8). As her book
Quaker Relief Work in the Spanish Civil War documents, the concerns for human rights, social
justice, economic distribution, and equality became integrally connected to the testimony for
peace; not only did Quakers seek to find peace, but they wanted to create structures in which an
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A modern peace pamphlet, published in the First World War’s centennial jointly by Fellowship of
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everlasting peace could be sustained.64
The Quaker emphasis on doing as a praxis of worship, as opposed to a religion of
doctrine, is an orientation towards civic engagement and activity that is philosophically
consistent with Grace Brockington’s notions of “positive peace”65 in Above the Battlefield,
where the creation of peace is an active endeavor that requires constructing a society that can
sustain peace, and Christine Froula’s picture of Bloomsbury in Virginia Woolf and the
Bloomsbury Avant-Garde. Both books highlight the engagement of Bloomsbury in the peace
movement. Froula argues that Bloomsbury continued the enlightenment project of “an unending
struggle for human rights, self-governance, and peace” (2), whose “cause” was “not the grand
one of ‘saving’ civilization but the more modest one of fighting for its possibility, in the spirit of
Kant as indeed of Gandhi, who remarked that Western civilization would be a good idea” (9).
Brockington ties Bloomsbury’s aesthetics to their protest of the First World War,
showing that far from being isolated and detached, the community’s commitment to a continued
artistic production that refused to repeat the war in literature and painting was a conscious choice
that took an ethical stand on the question of whether representing violence leads to more
violence. She explains that “they refused to co-operate in the war effort” and that “the idyll of
art, friendship, liberated sexual relationships and individual privacy implicit in [Duncan Gran’s
painting] Interior, though seemingly passive, celebrates values fundamental to the Bloomsbury
circle’s modernist aspirations. It affirms, across the war-ravished years, their pre-war

64

Mendelsohn discusses the evolution of the relationship between the peace and social justice testimony,
explaining that: “In the eighteenth and ninetieth centuries, the Friends’ testimonies to social justice dominated their
public image. In prison and factory reform, opposition to slavery and the slave-trade, and in their construction of
model industrial communities, the Friends developed an understanding of domestic peaceableness which relied on
social justice if not equality. The extension of relief work beyond their co-religionists to famine victims in Ireland
or to the victims of the Franco-Prussian War, acknowledged a responsibility to the world, and formed a
comprehensive rejection of Quietist separatism” (7).
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expectation of a new artistic, social and political renaissance” (30-31).
Though Bloomsbury was connected to the Society of Friends, and though Quaker thought
and practice clearly influenced their aesthetics and social values, a larger, more general
movement toward a more secular pacifism also accompanied the context in which Bloomsbury’s
war resistance developed. The outbreak of the First World War saw the flourishing of a secular
peace movement, 66 in which Bloomsbury and their circle of friends, including the Cambridge
Heretics, can be included. The peace movement of Britain, which was also linked with the
international peace organizations, grew throughout the twenties and the thirties, reaching its
zenith, ironically, right before the Spanish Civil War broke out.67 What flourished in the First
World War as a protest against conscription, stressing the importance of individual conscious
and personal choice, shifted into an activist pacifism that sought to halt the war machine by
enacting the ‘positive peace’ whose seeds were planted in the First World War by relief efforts
like the Friends’ Ambulance Unit and the Friends’ Relief work in France. The international
community erupted into action that directly protested the advent of total war. The repeated
targeting and bombing of civilians, the wholesale attempted eradication and “extermination”68
challenged any notion of a passive pacifism and divided the pacifist cause between militant and
absolute pacifists. Many pacifists felt the only ethical response to total war was to fight on the
front lines to halt the civilian causalities, and so they went to war under the sign of peace, or
modified their pacifism to accommodate the new ethical dilemma.69 The slaughter of civilians
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See Peter Brock and Nigel Young, Pacifism in the Twentieth Century, pg. 17.
See Martin Ceadel, Semi-Detached Idealists, pg. 281.
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A term used by Paul Preston in The Spanish Holocaust to describe Franco’s program of total war during the
Spanish Civil War.
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In “No More Horses,” discussing Virginia Woolf’s “socialism, pacifist, and feminist polemic” (267) Three
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initiated in the Spanish Civil War, which Hitler continued through the Second World War, made
pacifism impossible for many and opens one of the most important ethical questions of the
century: how does one respond ethically to the advent of total war? In tracing modernism’s
historical arc from the First World War to the Spanish Civil War, it becomes apparent that
modernism’s aesthetic encounter with the socio-political operates along this track, interrogating
various permutations of this complex conceptual knot.

The!Sublime!!!
If Virginia Woolf refuses to take us to the scene of battle in her literature, if she refuses to
show us the pictures of “dead bodies and ruined houses” that her language nonetheless invokes
in Three Guineas, it is not because she ignores the Modernist Wars in her fiction, it is because
she is well aware of the seductiveness of war. The First World War may have been
psychologically and materially devastating for an entire generation, but the fiction, paintings,
testimonies, and accounts—for those who did not experience the trenches, who were not on the
front lines of battle, who can view them from the safety of a museum bench or read from the
comfort of a rocking chair—ride the razor’s edge of possible annihilation and aestheticize,
sometimes in a blissful way, the ecstasy and tragedy of war. That there is a sublime beauty, even
in their grotesqueness, of the paintings by Otto Dix, that accounts from the trenches contain a
pathos that offers readers a potent catharsis, that the 1913 pagan death dance of Vaslav Nijinsky
repelled and attracted the audience and then was inextricably linked forever after with the Great

Woolf, she defended her pacifist position in 1936, allying herself with Aldous Huxley, even though her husband and
most active socialists were forming a united front against fascism” (271).
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War, that modernism seeks to contain the “more”70 and push the boundaries between life and art,
capturing the risk of annihilation in its modernity project, that it rides the edge between life and
death, and offers a safe proximity from which to witness catastrophe, marks the juncture between
destructive jouissance and the sublime. Modernist art and literature is one of the spaces in which
the real collides with the symbolic in the aporia of trying to say what cannot be said, in trying to
convey the traumatic, which is that very space of what cannot be articulated, what cannot be
known or understood. Modernism, in trying to come to grips with its own mourning, in its
efforts at accounting for the devastation and loss of the Modernist Wars, in its own attempts at
healing a cultural tragedy, contains in it the seeds of destruction as it opens onto the sublime.
Perhaps this is why it functions as our primal scene, a movement in history and thought to which
we must return if we are to ever move past it.
In the Critique of Judgment, Kant is very specific—the sublime is not a quality found in
the thing contemplated in itself. The sublime is the feeling conjured in the preceptor’s mind
when the preceptor cannot possibly perceive the totality of an entity (for instance, the “boundless
ocean” (B)).71 The sublime is the feeling invoked by the immensity of something that our senses
cannot take in all at once, though our logic can mathematically account for it (we cannot see all
of the ocean, but we can know how many miles it spans). The witness feels the sublime—it is a
subjective experience of titillating risk that excites fear. The sublime “repels” us while it
“attracts” us.72 It is the feeling of apprehension and awe of pleasure, “which is only possible
through a medium of pain” (§27). It is a “violence” “done to the subject through the
70

Lecia Rosenthal explores the excess, the “more,” in modernism. In Mourning Modernism, she writes: “The
ongoing, anxious demand for “more—and more” reiterates a structure of supplementarity in which the dividends of
“more” are divided between repetition and deferral, return and rupture” (11).
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Kant, Critique of Judgment, §23.
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imagination” (§27), which, though we undergo a certain mental discomfort, is still exhilarating.
The sublime “is that in comparison with which everything else is small” (§25) and has “a
magnitude which is like itself alone” (§25). From Lacan, we know that the subject never feels
more alive when riding the edge of death. When death is possible, the life instinct is kicked into
full gear. Perhaps we can think of the sublime, then, as that thing that is so great that it stirs in us
the death drive, forcing us to reconcile that standing next to most natural phenomenon and
events, our life is rather precarious.73
But the sublime can only be felt when we are truly safe. As Kant explicitly avers, during
real, actual risk, all a human can feel is terror. There is no pleasure, according to Kant in, real
and actual danger, only in the simulated (in our minds) possibility of danger. The sublime is the
exhilaration that the subject can “measure themselves” against the situation and still come out
alive, and if the situation has him or her in its grasps, there can be no ecstasy:
Bold, overhanging, and as it were threatening, rocks; clouds piled up in the sky, moving
with lightening flashes and thunder peals; volcanoes in all their violence of destruction;
hurricanes with their track of devastation; the boundless ocean in a state of tumult; the
lofty waterfall of a mighty river, and such like; these exhibit our faculty of resistance as
insignificantly small in comparison with their might. But the sight of them is the more
attractive, the more fearful it is, provided only that we are in security; and we readily call
these objects sublime, because they raise the energies of the soul above their accustomed
height, and discover in us a faculty of resistance of a quite different kind, which gives us
courage to measure ourselves against the apparent almightiness of nature. (B)
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Kant also argues that art cannot make us feel the sublime; that because humans created art, the
human mind can apprehend the art. However, I will argue that this changes when humans are
not engaged in a mimesis of nature, but when they are documenting the experience of modern
war. He does mention that war can lead to a feeling of the sublime, as long as it “is carried on
with order, and with a sacred respect for the rights of citizens” (B), a notion antithetical to the
outbreak of total war.
Modernism, as its symbolic registers open onto a longing for connection and ritual
fulfillment of the drives (as the Rite of Spring, The Waste Land, and Paris: A Poem
demonstrate), which Leila Rosenthal might call the “more” of modernist desire, transmits this
longing on the register of the sublime, not because of the enormity of the works themselves, but
because they force us, the readers, to try and think the unthinkable. The magnitude of the Great
War was not only to a scale never seen before, the death and destruction was to a scale
incomprehensible, which paintings of no-man’s land, or literary descriptions of the trenches
invokes contemplation of. We cannot imagine what experiencing the scene of battle is like.
Many war movies have tried to make this “repulsion” and “attraction” between the unknown and
the unthinkable, between trauma and its saying, communicable.
The soldier, the civilian in the midst of aerial attack, the artists who has survived, the
writer who has watched most of their generation die—those that create modernism, engage the
modernist wars, stage an ethical encounter for us between the what was and the what might have
been—they are not the ones to feel the sublime. The sublime is not embedded in modernism at
the moment of creation, only in the moment of perception. The artist or writer, the witness
testifying in horror to the events of total war, in attempting to come to terms with the sheer
terror, cannot feel the sublime. When French journalist Louis Delaprée sends his Spanish Civil
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War dispatches across the border from Spain into France, he is not writing from a moment of
safety, but a moment of terror. By definition, his very precariousness makes the sublime
inaccessible to him. However, he allows his readers to experience, from relative safety, the
collision of life and death, and in aestheticizing the experience, rides the line between the
grotesque and the beautiful, and allows the readers to experience the pathos of the witness
without the risk of battle or bombardment. My student asked me the other day in class—“if the
painting Guernica represents something so horrible, why do I still find it beautiful?” There is an
exquisite edge of pleasure and pain experienced in the artistic rendering of death that opens
ethical questions not only concerning the possible responses to total war, but also in the
discourses around war that culture creates. The horror of the Great War did not prevent the
Spanish Civil War from happening; from all indications, the men of Julian Bell’s generation
(Virginia Woolf’s nephew, who came of age in the 1930s), while some of them were rallying for
peace, still yearned for the action and community connection that the stories and legends of the
Great War compelled. If modernism is our primal scene, we must ask ourselves, in thinking the
pacifist mission embedded in modernism, how do we revisit those scenes in a way that does not
simply trap us in the repetition compulsion of violence and war?
This is the ethical paradox, one of the many of the antinomies embedded in modernism’s
parataxis—that the very same images that cry for peace invite more war. At bottom, the issue of
how one ethically responds to the advent of total war is left unresolved in its ambiguity. A
degree of violence may be “natural,” but as Freud pointed out, the gift of being human is that we
can make another choice, that we have the ability to band together in society and live in a way
that does not succumb to natural “drives,” but instead takes into account moral concerns.74 The
74
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rendering of total war in art and literature inspires within us fascination, awe, “attraction” while
it “repels,” making us feel the sublime, but we must acknowledge to ourselves, as a culture, on
some level, that if we were in those situations that we cannot fully perceive in their aesthetic
rendering, there would be nothing sublime about them. That the same images that draw us into
their pathos also demand and compel an absolutist pacifism. The dream of peace, if it is to ever
become a reality, requires a philosophical framework, even if morally that line is a difficult—at
times impossible—one to hold. For as Virginia Woolf writes in “Thoughts on Peace in an Air
Raid,” “unless we can think peace into existence we—not this one body in this one bed but
millions of bodies yet to be born—will lie in the same darkness and hear the same death rattle
overhead” (275). We must think peace into existence if we ever want its possibility. The
thinkers, writers, artists, and activists explored in this dissertation unfold a pacifist modernism
that allows us to contemplate the possibility of peace.

and the internalization of the tendency towards aggression, with all its consequences, whether they be favourable or
dangerous. The mental attitudes that the process of civilization imposes upon us are most harshly contradicted by
war, which is why we must rage against it, we can simply bear it no longer, it is not merely an intellectual and
emotional rejection, among us pacifists it is a constitutional intolerance, an idiosyncrasy magnified, so to speak, to a
very high degree” (Murder, Mourning, and Melancholia 232).
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Chapter Two
Writing Tragedy: Reporting and Reportage from the Spanish
Civil War

In my formulation of “Modernist Wars” outlined in Chapter 1, the Spanish Civil War can
be thought of as the archetypal Modernist War. It is my contention that the war’s repeatedly
avant-garde artistic representation indicates that the daily experience of the war called for it to be
framed in modernist terms. Modernist techniques offered a formal expression that writers
consistently used to describe the events and their experiences in Spain, a phenomenon which can
be traced in newspaper articles, propaganda, historical accounts, and memoirs. The Spanish
Civil War casts into full relief the engagements between art and politics, as many authors and
artists rallied around the Spanish cause. It demonstrates how rhetoric and the presses were
perceived by most as important tools in the fight for Spain, as both the Republican and fascist
leaders considered the fate of the war to lye in the international journalism about it. And finally,
the Spanish Civil War inspired a generic dissolve of boundaries between journalism and
literature, visual art and photojournalism, which makes the relationship between modernism and
war explicit.
The bleeding of journalism into literature and literature into truth presents a
methodology, either conscious or unconscious, employed by writers to cope with the ethical
ambiguities and philosophical problems that total war (where civilians become military targets)
during the Spanish Civil War raises. This chapter, containing case studies of the
photojournalism and reporting from the Spanish Civil War, sets up the theoretical framework and
analysis of reportage and literary journalism that is continued in the next chapter, which puts
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Muriel Rukeyser’s war reporting in conversation with her poetry. The first section of this
chapter will present a reading of the photojournalism of total war by Gerda Taro in dialogue with
the documentary project surrounding the destruction of the town of Guernica painted by Pablo
Picasso and photographed by Dora Maar in order to establish the conversations among
journalism, modernist artistic techniques, total war, and confusion in the international presses. I
will then offer a survey of Spanish Civil War journalism next to some of its literary counterparts
to establish the tendency for journalists to write about the war in modernist artistic terms, which
is continued in the next chapter and exemplified by Muriel Rukeyser’s writings about the
Spanish Civil War. It is my argument, to be discussed in the following chapter, that Rukeyser’s
journalism morphs into poetry as her poetry turns back into journalism.
There is a certain unreality that marks the history of the Spanish Civil War. The history,
like Spain itself, is haunted with the ghosts of the past; haunted by stories and narratives, soldiers
and civilians; one could say that it is haunted by a certain mythologizing. The years 1936-1939
saw an outpouring of international literature about the war, much of it written in English and
circulated amongst the English-speaking world.75 Many Anglo-American journalists and writers
who flocked to the Spanish trenches abandoned journalistic protocol76 and adopted a hybrid
literary genre that was an experimental collapse of journalism into the novel, as boundaries were
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Though the military coup in Spain on July 18, 1936 ostensibly sparked a civil war, it played out the dramas of
all of Europe and staged catalysts for the pan-European conflicts against both communism and fascism. Therefore,
political fervor drew international journalists and inspired a great deal of writing in the English language. Many at
the time felt that the writing and distribution of journalism, though it did not create the foreign policies of Great
Britain, France, and the United States, could influence the outcome of the war by garnering allied support for the
Spanish Republic.
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Though journalism itself flourished as a modern profession, the collected volume Form and Style in Journalism
develops how the protocols emphasizing objectivity, detachment, use of the inverted pyramid style, the interview,
and the summary “lead,” which started developing in the late 1800’s, for modern American journalism in particular,
and slightly later for Great Britain, were solidified as industry protocol by the 1920’s. See pgs. xvii, 7,13.
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blurred between memoir and history, between the short story and the political pamphlet.77 The
proliferation and consistency of these texts indicate that the format of the Anglo-American
standardized newspaper article was, for many authors, an insufficient medium with which to
write about the events in Spain, and that they were instead compelled to witness their experience
through a modernist, experimental, generically-hybrid lens. This formal experimentation with
the newspaper article does not necessarily render the news articles untrue, but it does call an
additional register of truth into question, which includes the journalist, as witness, in the framing
of the event. Often, with this hybrid generic style, the journalism of the Spanish Civil War
documents, not only the events, but the impressions and the experience of the one who witnesses.
This chapter explores the way in which journalism—the recording of the event—
contributes to a historicity, which is to say the making of history, the mythos of history78, and the
modes and ways in which historicity interacts with the poetic. It interrogates what happens when
the journalists of the Spanish Civil War, who are, on the one hand responsible, for writing the
“first draft of history,”79 sometimes decide, on the other hand, that: “Newspaper articles are
ephemeral stuff. Even an historian won’t find them very useful, because we don’t show in our
articles what is going on in Spain, only what ought to be happening.”80 One of the incredible
literary powers of the Spanish Civil War is that there is no master-discourse, or totally
standardized historical narrative.
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Several projects discuss the generic blending of the Spanish Civil War writing, most notably Jessica Berman’s
Modernist Commitments and David Deacon’s British News Media and the Spanish Civil War.
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Lacoue-Labarthe, in Heidegger and the Politics of Poetry, provides the definitions and framework for historicity
upon which this paper will be based. He discusses historicity as history in a “transcendental sense,” as the future of
history in direct relationship to its “invention”: “Dasein relates to the abyss of its present only insofar as, thrown
toward its future, it is sent back to its past, that is, to the “invention” of its past” (HPP 7).
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Quoted from WSSD 21.
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Here Preston quotes Ilya Ehrenburg writing about the Soviet correspondent Mikhail Kolstov on page 54 of We
Saw Spain Die. The two quotes in this sentence spoken by different people show that individual journalists
approached their tasks very differently, and while there are some general trends, it is hard to make any definitive
statements that are immune from contradictory examples.
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In studying the reporting and reportage from the Spanish Civil War, it becomes clear that
what it means to record or report an event fluctuates in Spain, as writers are confronted with the
imperative to bear witness to total war. This fluctuation reinforces the notion of a dialectical
relationship between art and war, marks the breakdown of the boundaries between life and art,
positions Spain as central to modernist discussions, and provides additional substance for my
formulation of “Modernist Wars.” The task of the journalist adopts a poetic or literary
dimension,81 where the journalists bear witness to their personal experience as they record events
for history. Historical and mythological registers blur and blend together in the telling of
Spanish Civil War stories. Here, John Corbin’s “Truth and Myth in History: An Example from
the Spanish Civil War” provides a useful frame for thinking the tension between an artistic,
literary telling and “hard news” that tries to lay the facts as bare as possible. In Corbin’s
account, “Any story of the past has a double construction and a double truth. The truth of the
tale told is its historical truth, the truth of the telling is its mythical truth” (609). It is important to
note, for our purposes that “mythical truth need not distort historical truth” (618). This double
construction, as Corbin shows in his analysis, threads its way through the stories of Spain’s past.
The mythological truth, reconstructing the integrity of its telling, highlights certain components
of the event, to “suit the purpose and circumstances of the telling, to convey what the teller wants
to say about the self, audience, and the world in which they live” (610). The incredible and
unimaginable circumstances of total war called for a more subjective construction of what it
means to record an event. The high emotional state of the volunteers and reporters, their often
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This literary, discursive practice is more in line with the history and precedent of “Mediterranean” journalism,
including the praxis established in both France and Spain, where, as Form and Style in Journalism points out,
articles were deliberately stylized, did not observe what in the U.S. and Great Britain were considered journalistic
protocols, and emphasized artistry or literariness. Though Europe eventually adopted the American modes of
reporting, at the time that transition was underway but had not yet been completed. For further discussion, see
Kevin Williams, “Anglo-American Journalism” pgs. 1-26 and Svennik Høyer’s “Rumours of Modernity” pgs. 2746.
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literary backgrounds, their sense of conviction and dedication to such an ideological cause, the
ethical problems raised in total war, the propaganda wars that ensued in the presses staged by
politically ‘committed’ journalists, contributes to the overall permutation of standardized AngloAmerican journalistic conventions in the war correspondence from Spain, blending it into a
mode of writing more literary and experimental than strictly journalistic. Additionally,
contradictory accounts of the same events and the wide-spread usage of propaganda adds to the
confusion that one encounters when they are trying to approach the field of Anglo-American
Spanish Civil War journalism, even if, on an individual level, certain groupings of writers did
their very best to maintain integrity in the face of total war. The elements of confusion and
propaganda are particularly evident in partisan newspapers such as The Spanish Revolution and
Spain, but as a case study of the bombing of Guernica will show, this trend also occurs with
larger international presses, such as the New York Times and The Times of London. The longer
investigative works such as Reporter In Spain and Homage to Catalonia read as fluidly and
fictively as any novel. Langston Hughes’s first hand, narrative accounts of his experiences in
Spain, documented in a series of fourteen articles published in the Baltimore Afro-American, are
then reiterated in his poetry. A comparison between Hemingway’s war correspondence and For
Whom the Bell Tolls shows that they read as virtually indistinguishable from each other—yet the
latter is fiction and the former is supposedly not. As we will see in chapter three, this genrebending and blending is apparent in Muriel Rukeyser’s poem “Mediterranean;” the journalistturned-poet writes through the silence of history and transcribes her eye-witness account in
poetic form, revealing the untenable position of being a witness to war.
The Spanish Civil War holds a unique place in history. Fought between the years 1936
and 1939, it is sandwiched in between the two World Wars. Though it set the course for the
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historical catastrophe of World War II, it is often merely noted as an aside, the dress rehearsal for
World War II, in survey courses of world history. And yet, when it was fought, it was seen by the
leftist global community as the last stand against fascism and by the right as the last stand against
communism and godlessness. The pressure zones between a progressive push into the future
(the factions of the left) and the conservative pull towards tradition (the Falange, Church, land
owners) erupted on 17–18 July 1936 in Spain, when the military rebelled under the leadership of
a group of generals including Francisco Franco and attempted to overthrow the Spanish
Republican Government on a far-right political platform. They tried to unseat the
democratically-elected government and reinstitute the power of landowners, the military, and the
Catholic Church. With Hitler and Mussolini involved in support of the fascists, and Russia
giving aid to the Republic, the conflict in Spain quickly became an international cause. Though
France, the United States, and Great Britain pleaded neutrality and refused to sell Spain arms in
denial of the international tension (a passive stance that can be considered “inaction amounting
to compliancy” (TWAIS 20)), individuals from those countries and many others openly
acknowledged the stakes of what was happening in Spain: that Hitler was training and
mobilizing an army with Mussolini’s help, and only Russia and the Spanish militias were
attempting to stop it. Spain became the site of the struggle between fascism, communism, and
democracy that was to continue in the decades to come. Therefore, it inspired thousands of
international volunteers to join the cause against fascism and enlist in grass-roots militias that
fought on the front lines. The long, bloody war—the world’s first fully technologized total
war—lasted almost three years, ending in March 1939, to a fascist victory. With the fall of
Madrid, a new era of Spanish history began, where Spain lived under the repression of the fascist
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dictator Francisco Franco until his death in 1975. Soon after, King Juan Carlos initiated Spain’s
movement into democracy, a period called the “transition.”
The result of such an emotional, ideological war—a war that, according to Stanley
Weinthraub, made pacifism “intolerable” (9)–was a huge outpouring of literature. Upton
Sinclair, quoted by Valentine Cunningham, speculated that the volunteers for the Spanish Civil
War created “probably the most literary brigade in the history of warfare. Writers and would-be
writers had come to live their books, journalists to make their news” (30). Indeed, the volume
and caliber of the literature juxtaposed with the decades of one-sided Francoist propaganda
following the war makes this war largely one of myth and mythologizing.82 Paul Preston
illustrates that the reporters who covered the conflict found it nearly impossible to remain
unbiased, even if they still strived for objectivity, because emotions in Spain ran so high. The
news reports, therefore, were colored by the propaganda and political agendas of the multiple
political parties involved in the struggle. The confusion in the reportage and the vacillation in
the presses demonstrate that there are narratives and counter-narratives to every story of the
Spanish Civil War, and that when writers “lived their books” and “journalists ma[de] their
news,” they did so in modernist terms. The very artistic experimentation and literariness of the
brigades renders the representation of this war modernist.
Many factors contribute to the multiple narratives that have become Spanish history. As
recent scholarship examines the intersections between history and memory, it becomes clear that
the Spanish citizen’s experiences and historical fact were often contradicted by propaganda
campaigns and confused international news coverage. It also becomes clear that the very
literariness of the journalism and facticity of the literature, coupled with the romantic space that
82

As Michael Richards notes in “Grand Narratives, Collective Memory, and Social History”: Much of current
historical debate continues to some extent to be shaped by the myths of the war, making a plausible route between
history and memory as a way to understanding the war and its aftermath more difficult to work out” (125).
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the Spanish revolution plays in leftist intellectuals’ imaginations, breeds a certain quixotic
nostalgia for the war, even though the Spanish people were terror-struck and brutalized for
decades after the fascist victory. Franco’s post-war censorship ensured that Spanish history was
not to be told by Spaniards;83 outside Spain, in England especially, and in France, a cascade of
literature memorialized the excitement of being on the front lines, while inside Spain the people
were left to deal with a fascist dictatorship that imposed silence and continued sanctions against
the families of Republican soldiers, commanding a public interdiction on any kind of mourning
or healing. The DNA testing of Republican soldier’s bones, started in 2000, and the digging up
of mass graves is accompanied by a resurgence of interest and a new wave of scholarship
concerning the war.
As historical renditions of the conflict flood the popular market, current scholarship is
trying to contend with the legacy of the war entombed still in the Spanish collective memory and
conscious. The anthology Unearthing Franco’s Legacy: Mass Graves and the Recovery of
Historical Memory in Spain offers a survey of essays addressing the way in which Spain’s past
was repressed directly after the war by the Franco regime and how that past is resurfacing today.
Layla Renshaw’s Exhuming Loss: Memory, Materiality and Mass Graves of the Spanish Civil
War examines the opening of the mass graves of Republican soldiers that Spain has undertaken
since 2000 and its relationship to memory and politics. Paul Preston’s The Spanish Holocaust:
Inquisition and Extermination in Twentieth-Century Spain is a historical account that shows “as
far as possible what happened to civilians and why” (xi). Helen Graham expands the discussion
of total war in Spain and examines both the circumstances that lay the foundation for the
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See Corbin, “Truth and Myth in History,” pg. 612.
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Francoist repression and the lasting effects of it in The War and its Shadow: Spain’s Civil War in
Europe’s Long Twentieth Century.
One of the most remarkable discoveries in the scholarship to date, The Mexican Suitcase
exhibit and catalogue, a collection of photojournalists’ Robert Capa, Gerda Taro, and David
Seymour (known as Chim), show series of, in Virginia Woolf’s words “dead bodies and ruined
houses” (TG 14). A suitcase containing 4,500 negatives of war photographers Robert Capa,
Gerda Taro, and David Seymour (known as Chim) were recovered from the back of a closet in
Mexico and returned to Capa’s brother, who founded the International Center for Photography in
New York, in 2007. These photographs not only round out the collections of seminal war
photographers, they also testify to the realities and brutalities of total war. They are the
photographs that were widely published in photo-illustrated magazines in France, and to a lesser
extend Great Britain and America, and are the types of images a reader like Virginia Woolf
would have encountered. These images were curated and exhibited at the ICP in 2010, and are
archived in The Mexican Suitcase exhibition catalogue.
Building upon the current discussions of war correspondence and the military
employment of total war, this chapter uses Jessica Berman’s Modernist Commitments, Paul
Preston’s We Saw Spain Die, and David Deacon’s British News Media and the Spanish Civil
War as its point of departure. Each of these three texts, in their own way, analyzes the political
or ideological commitment of the Spanish Civil War journalists and the way that this
commitment influences their war correspondence. These comprehensive studies of Spanish Civil
War journalism all reveal the high emotional investment of the people writing about the war, and
demonstrate how journalistic representation shifted from recording a series of events to recording
a series of impressions. I extend upon Deacon’s and Berman’s recognition of the generic
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collapse between journalism and literature, reading Rukeyser’s work in relation to this trend,
illustrating that the fusion of journalism with literary techniques produces an emotional, or
poetic, truth in addition to a factual, or journalistic, truth.
Indeed, it seems the issues of truth and journalistic integrity are at stake in discussions of
Spanish Civil War correspondence. We Saw Spain Die unfolds the tension inherent in much of
the 1930s writing coming out of Spain and, if we extrapolate from this tension, a plausible
explanation for the generic hybridity of much of the Spanish Civil War journalism surfaces;
Preston’s work reveals the balancing act that many of the journalists in the Republic had to
undertake between their journalistic integrity and their personal belief in the Republican cause,
claiming that “it was possible to combine high professional standards with a passionate belief in
the Spanish Republic” (54). Many journalists, including, according to Preston, “Martha
Gellhorn, Jay Allen, Herbert Matthews, and Geoffrey Cox” … “became converted to the
Republican cause yet still produced accurate reporting” (43). For some journalists, like Claude
Cockburn, no such conflict existed because their political loyalties far outweighed their loyalties
to journalistic protocol. As the editor of Cockburn’s correspondence from Spain points out,
“some things didn’t happen as they were predicted, others went badly when they were written up
as dead heats or partial victories” (Pettifer 17)—but for those who were both loyal to the
Republic and to their own journalistic integrity, they were compelled to reposition their role as
journalists and incorporate their own impartiality into the reporting. Preston observes about
Martha Gellhorn: “Like Matthews and so many others, she felt that to write passionately and
vividly about what they saw was no distortion of the truth” (WSSD 20). Including personal bias
in the framing of an article became essential to reporting the “truth,” which then authorized a
more literary formal mode of reporting. According to Deacon, “For all the political engagement
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of many of these correspondents, most remained concerned about demonstrating the integrity of
their accounts. Lacking the cool analysis of history to sift claims and counterclaims, personal
experience became the bedrock for their testimony” (46).
This emotional or political commitment does not render the journalism untrue
necessarily, but does indicate that in many cases, Spanish Civil War correspondence speaks to a
mythological truth in addition to an historical truth, due to its generic collapse into a modernist,
experimental form of writing. This chapter is implicitly in conversation with Jessica Berman’s
Modernist Commitments, which discusses how the rise of the military strategy of total war
(where civilians become military targets) compels a literary testimony that bears witness to the
horrors of total war. Though Berman does not study Rukeyser, nor does she relate journalism
and poetry, as I do in chapter three, she does argue that “by looking at the phenomenon of Civil
War writing within the context of modernism and examining the continuity between
experimental narrative and war writing, [Spanish Civil War writing] challenges the assumption
that choosing sides dooms narrative to that “ruined naturalism” Benet so decries” (MC 187).
Following this precedent that the Spanish Civil War writing needs to be read in conversation
with modernism, I extend upon Berman’s premise that “these narratives develop particular
modernist strategies to respond to the extraordinary events of the world’s first total war, while at
the same time displaying their partisanship” (187). In the following chapter, I will make the
argument that the ethical ambiguities of total war insists upon a modernist representation because
of its relationship to pacifist sentiments and because total war demands an ethical equivocation
between a strong anti-war stance and more war. Total war not only reduces pacifism to a
theoretical “intolerability,” it renders it morally impossible. And yet, without a strong pacifist
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stance, all types of war, including total war, will only continue. The Spanish Civil War was, for
many, a war fought under the sign of peace.
My argument also uses Berman’s above quoted statement as a point of departure to
further exhibit the collapse of boundaries between life and art. Berman herself recognizes: “in
these cultural products of the war, we can see the boundaries among war reporting, art, and
propaganda being contested and their narrative dimensions restricted and manipulated. Perhaps
we might say that those divisions are as specious as the rigid separations of public and private,
home front and battlefront that are forever destroyed by the indiscriminate bombing of civilian
populations” (70). As the boundaries between civilian and soldier, battlefront and cityscape, and
domestic and political life dissolve, so do the generic systems for representing them.
It is only about the last ten years or so that has seen the avalanche of discovery and
dissemination of Spanish Civil War archival material in conjunction with a discussion of the
soldiers who fought on the side of the Republic officially recognized. We are sill living with the
sixty-odd years of repression, silence, and fear that surrounded the war. In the wake of
categorical truth or knowledge, silence moved into Spain. The war of rhetoric and media control
distorted the facts of the war, as did the regime of repression that followed the contradictory
historical accounts. Giles Tremlett notes that one possibility for Spain’s silence is that nobody
can come to a consensus upon what actually happened: “It became clear that the silence hid
something other than just fear or shame. Spaniards, it turned out, did not agree on the past” (11).
It appears as though media was not the only rhetorical battlefield on the line: “History, it
suddenly became clear, was a Spanish battlefield. There was no generally accepted narrative for
what had happened in the 1930’s” (11).
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With history as the battlefield, literature and journalism must take sides along partisan
lines. What was once event, occurrence, or even in-occurrence, now rolls along with the sea of
history; the question remains, will the “indifferent waves of the future”84 roll over the past? Like
event, history springs from the intersection between thought and experience. Like poetry, history
will testify to this intersection. Possibly the difference is that history veils its assertions and
records in truth, whereas poetry is comfortable with ambiguity, or even with the necessity of its
own failure. What happens, though, when the material of history, occurrence or event, is
indistinguishable from narrative or fiction? When truth is difficult to discern in the international
coverage throughout the war, generic boundaries between texts collapse. This collapse–which
continues to be perpetuated in Spanish Civil War texts right up to the contemporary moment–
pronounced in works such as Ghosts of Spain (2006), Homage to Catalonia (1938), Reporter in
Spain (1936), Soldiers of Salamis (2003), Picasso’s War (2002), Langston Hughes’s
correspondence and poetry (1937), and Hemingway’s work–creates the unreality that marks the
Spanish Civil War and encourages the mythologizing surrounding it.

Two!Case!Studies!of!Total!War!as!Modernist!War:!the!Documentary!Projects!of!
Guernica!and!The!Mexican!Suitcase!
Ian Patterson, in Guernica and Total War, points out that the bombing of Guernica
became a worldwide symbol of all the unimaginable horrors of total war. The bombing of
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According to In the Event, by Debora Esch, allegory is what allows us to read history. It is allegory, to quote
Esch quoting Derrida quoting de Man, that keeps media coverage from becoming irrelevant: “When I open the
newspapers and journals of today I hear the indifference of the future rolling over them, just as one hears the sound
of the sea when one holds certain seashells up to the ear” (4). Without allegory, the ‘indifference of the future’ rolls
over press events–if an event were truly singular, it would be either incomprehensible or shunted aside, to whither in
its own obscurity. Through allegory, the past affects the present and, ultimately, establishes history.
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Guernica marked a turning point in the history of war and foreshadowed what the rest of Europe
had yet to experience. As Patterson observes,
“Guernica became a landmark in History, around which crystallized many of the
previously disparate fears connected with technology and air warfare …Not just
Picasso’s painting, which acted in a way as a symbol of that symbol, but the very word
‘Guernica’ itself carried an accumulation of horror at everything connected with the
bombing of undefended civilian towns and homes” (GTW 34).
One of the especially horrifying aspects of the bombing was the chilling way in which
propaganda blurred the reality of events, distorting the news accounts and causing confusion in
the international presses. Because of its cultural significance, the artistic protest against total war
that Picasso memorialized in his painting, and the meticulous recording of Picasso’s painting of
Guernica by Dora Maar, I will use the bombing and the artistic rendering of it as a case study in
modernism and total war. However, though the bombing of Guernica was the biggest symbol for
total war from the Spanish Civil War, the town was not alone in becoming a fascist target. Gerda
Taro took a photographic sequence of the bombing of Valencia that, when put next to Dora
Maar’s photos, unfolds an aesthetic relationship between the news media and modernist art.
Dora Maar and Gerda Taro lived parallel lives in 1936 and 1937. Both were
photographers with leftist politics who took up artistic residence in Paris. Both were lovers of
famous men (Pablo Picasso and Robert Capa). Both were publicly overshadowed by their
relationships with these men even though each couple engaged in an intense artistic
collaboration. However, both women have been historically subsumed by and defined their
relationships. The immense documentary projects that Maar and Taro undertook have
historically been academically marginalized and sidelined, or unrecognized altogether.
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Recent investigations are working to see that Maar and Taro will not be lost under the
sign of their respective lovers entirely. Mary-Ann Caw’s book Picasso’s Weeping Woman: The
Life and Art of Dora Maar and Anne Baldassari’s Picasso: Life With Dora Maar both show that
Maar was integral to Picasso’s work between the years of 1936-1945 and also showcase the
extensive and innovative body of work Maar produced during her lifetime. Possibly the most
incredible resource to have been compiled in the last generation for Spanish Civil War scholars,
the Mexican Suitcase, scanned and reproduced in a two-volume set by the International Center
for Photography, contains numerous lost negatives that Gerda Taro took in collaboration with
Robert Capa. I have chosen a narrow slice of Maar and Taro’s work upon which to concentrate:
Maar’s photographs of Picasso’s painting Guernica and Gerda Taro’s photographs of Valencia
directly following an air-raid. These two photographic sequences develop historical narratives of
total war; they both show the photographers’ attempt at story telling through photographic
documentation. Read along side each other, Maar’s documentary project of the making of
Guernica and Taro’s documentary project of city life after an air raid creates knots that tie
certain questions and philosophical inquiries together. They also document a specific moment in
history–the Spanish Civil War—and its very particular modernist aesthetics in the recording and
transcribing of it. These documentary projects speak to the entanglement and interrelationship
between art and war, exposing the contaminations of genre, breaking down the boundaries
among “documentary” and “art” and “propaganda”, between “journalism” and “literature,”
between “history” and “myth.” This entanglement is essential to the trajectory modernity took
during the modernist period, contributing to the many factors that evolved into a century that in
Alain Badiou’s words “unfolded under the paradigm of war.”85 I am not arguing causality, but
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there is a shared language between artistic images and war images at this time that connect them,
and that this language can be deciphered through the mass media.
These photos show that the crisis of modernity was played out on Spanish soil, bringing
into full relief the problematics of the modern political theories (communism, fascism,
anarchism, and democracy), and the underlying issues of modernism. The bombing of Guernica
is a brutal and devastating example of total war. It set a new precedent for destruction and
military callousness. On Monday, April 26, 1937, The German Condor Legion, in alliance with
Franco, decimated the town of Guernica, deliberately staging their attack on market day to incur
the most casualties. As George L. Steer, Correspondent to the New York Times described:
“The bombardment ...occupied precisely three and one-quarter hours. During that
time a powerful fleet of airplanes, consisting of three German types—Junkers and
Heinkel bombers and Heinkel fighters—did not cease unloading bombs weighing up to
1,000 pounds and two-pound aluminum incendiary projectiles. It is estimated that more
then 3,000 of these projectiles were dropped.
Fighting planes meanwhile plunged low from above the center of the town
to machine-gun those civilians who had taken refuge in the fields.”
The world was outraged. Picasso was outraged. Previously, he had accepted a commission to
produce a paining for the 1937 Paris International Exhibition’s Spanish Pavilion. The
preliminary drawings outlined an intended piece called “The Studio,” the subject of which was
an artist’s studio. On the eve of the bombing of Guernica, he discarded his “studio” and instead
painted, what would become, THE defining iconic artistic work for a “Modernist War.” In the
making of Guernica, Picasso created an image that both comments on and constitutes modernity.
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If we shift our central focus from the painting Guernica to Maar’s documentary recording
the process of Guernica’s creation, a narrative of modernism’s engagement with war,
technology, and journalism unfolds. Robin Greeley, in Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War
has proposed that Guernica itself is a documentary project of Picasso’s emotions (SSCW 164165). If we extend upon this idea with Maar’s frame as the primary text, the Guernica
documentary shows us an artistic conversation with modernity.
The black and white of the photograph’s subject is reminiscent of newspapers and
newsprint, of photomontages such as Ce Soir, Vu, and Regards (the popular French illustrated
magazines) would print, as critics have noted.86 Russell Martin, in Picasso’s War, describes
Picasso’s outrage in receiving the newspaper on April 28, 1937, and seeing the headlines. The
initial state of Guernica, then, can be read as an answer to the news delivered by the morning
post. There are, sprawled along the canvas, the classic figures of the victims of war: the fallen
soldier, the Weeping Woman, the mother unable to let go of her dead child. But the motion of
the picture and the triangulation of the light, the fact that the horse is more painted than the other
elements of the painting in state III, pulls the viewer’s attention toward the communist salute and
its encircling victory wreath, giving the image a breath of, in Greeley’s words, hope. If we
compare this to the finished product, however, the victory wreath, along with the communist
salute, has been painted out, shifting the motion of the picture from left to right; we enter into the
basement in a frenzy, and follow the photographer’s gaze to the mother with the dead child, who
acts as a full stop at the end of a sentence.
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Indeed, Baldassari notes: “The colouring of the painting undoubtedly owes something to the newspaper
photographs showing the bombing of Guernica. The colors also follow in directly from militant photomontages... or
Republican pamphlets of 1936-37” (168).
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Notice how State III’s and State IV’s87 photographs feature the technology used to make the
painting; the huge floodlight towards the right of the painting was a gift from Dora to Picasso.

Figure 1: Guernica State III. Reportage sur l'évolution de
«Guernica» (Photo Report of the Evolution of “Guernica”).
Photographed by Dora Maar. Image courtesy of
http://www.museoreinasofia.es.

Figure 2: Guernica State IV Reportage sur l'évolution de
«Guernica» (Photo Report of the Evolution of “Guernica”).
Photographed by Dora Maar. Image courtesy of
http://www.museoreinasofia.es.
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Though the images included in this chapter have been reproduced from the online catalogue of the Museo
National Centro del Arte Renia Sophia in Madrid, Spain, the allocation of the stages of Dora Maar’s photographs of
Guernica are informed by Robin Greeley’s assignments of states in Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War.
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By state V, the floodlight has become part of the painting, as Mary-Ann Caws and Anne
Baldassari both discuss, by inspiring the light in the middle of the ceiling.
I would like to read this floodlight as a signifier
of modernity and technology; this maneuver
effectively replaces the victory wreath with
modern technology. As Greeley writes: “The
victory wreath itself is transformed into the
stark oblong field of light from a single burning
light bulb. With this change, the painting’s
Figure 3: Guernica State V. Reportage sur l'évolution de
«Guernica» (Photo Report of the Evolution of “Guernica”).
Photographed by Dora Maar. Image courtesy of
http://www.museoreinasofia.es.

symbolism shifts radically from an image of
hope to a potent image of nightmarish

confusion and despair” (178-179). The narrative sequence of Maar’s photos mirrors the
unfolding of the stories of the bombing in the presses of “nightmarish confusion and despair.” In
fact, Greely notes the engagement of the documentary project of Guernica with the news,
observing:
Numbering, the use of dates, and the photographing of the painting’s different
aspects recall those tactics established by certain social institutions–news reports,
police surveillance, legal or bureaucratic records, and scientific experiments
among them–meant to pin down an image’s relationship to reality. Picasso’s use
of such techniques represents part of his effort to put Guernica on the same level
of reportage as the news of the bombing itself (164).
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However, when the newspaper outlets distort the facts, and the sequence of events is obfuscated
and rewritten, what Picasso can document is his own emotional state and the truth becomes his,
and his viewer’s, emotional experience of it:
Guernica’s imagery in no way attempts to convey mimetically to the audience the
events of the bombing (that is clear enough). Rather, Guernica’s capacity to
address the catastrophe of the civil war to such effect comes through Picasso’s
ability to force the viewer to undergo a real-time emotional trajectory similar to
that experienced by the painting’s figures. Through this process and the “flow of
feeling” it drags up, it becomes impossible for the viewer to avoid confronting
evil actions” (166).
The first two days of news reports in the foreign presses were accurate. Journalist
George L. Steer happened to be in the Basque land and wrote a remarkably detailed, eyewitness
account that holds up under scrutiny. This was the leading story for several days in foreign
presses. However, concurrently Franco’s propagandists got on the radio, distributing false
information, saying that the “Reds” had burned down their own town. Fascist supporters, such
as William Carney of The New York Times, ran with the Franco version instead, creating
conflicting events even within the same periodical. The first strategy of the rebel troops was
categorical denial; they refuted all the original media accounts with rebuttals and what now
sound like ridiculous excuses. One report claimed that the rebel planes could not have possibly
flown because the weather was bad (though April 26 was a clear day), but mostly Franco’s
troops blamed a faceless enemy, the “Reds.” Basically, Franco’s forces held the Republic
responsible, insinuating that the Republic burned its own town to the ground as an act of
vandalism against the reputation of the rebel army and a propaganda strategy.
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Franco never admitted to involvement with Guernica, “shuffling blame for the bombing
between the rojos—the Reds, the still ill-defined Communist menace—and the tactical error of
the inexperienced pilots of the German Condor Legion” (Martin 182). Many people within
Spain lived under Franco’s mis-information campaign, assuming that Guernica had been a
tactical error, never intended. The German government, on April 26, 1997, 60 years after
Guernica was bombed, finally apologized to the town.88 It took six decades of rhetoric and
discourse to uncover the truth of one of the world’s most shocking war maneuvers, sixty years of
media wars to call a cease-fire.
I am not saying that there is a direct causality at play here, but I am saying that Maar’s
photos illustrate that as the reports concerning Guernica became increasingly confused, so did
the painting. A sign of hope was replaced by a signifier of technology; the focus on the fallen
horse and soldier shifted to a focus on wailing mothers and dead children. From a comparison
between state VI and State VII

Figure 4: Guernica State VI. Reportage sur l'évolution de «Guernica» (Photo Report of the Evolution of “Guernica”).
Photographed by Dora Maar. Image courtesy of http://www.museoreinasofia.es.
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See Gijs van Hensbergen, Guernica: The Biography of a Twentieth Century Icon, pg. 329.
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Figure 5: Guernica State VII. Reportage sur l'évolution de «Guernica» (Photo Report of the Evolution of “Guernica”).
Photographed by Dora Maar. Image courtesy of http://www.museoreinasofia.es.

we can see that Picasso played with adding texture to Guernica, perhaps looking for a way to
variegate the surface, perhaps incorporating his experiments with photomontage of 1935-36 into
the painting, perhaps trying to put his finger on his sense that something was missing from the
finished product. Picasso eventually takes out the large strips of wallpaper, instead painting little
hairs all over the horse’s body, hairs that, from a distance strongly resemble the words in
newsprint. Guernica the painting takes the shape of the front-page news with “words” inscribed
on the horse’s body. As Anne Baldassari notes, the Spanish Pavilion was going to sell postcards
and images from the display pictures; Guernica was created with the intension of being
photographically reproduced and mailed out (171). Guernica is, then, “a letter announcing our
death” (Baldassari 170).
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Figure 6: Guernica. Image courtesy of http://www.museoreinasofia.es.

If Guernica is a letter, or a post-card, then Maar’s photos make sure that the message is
delivered. Maar’s framing of the painting in these photographs bring this tragedy into the home
space; in the portraits she includes the ceiling and floor of Picasso’s studio. The bombing
invades the domestic sphere; here, the studio houses the victims of
war. From the photos, we see an engagement with the concept of
“total war” unfold—a war where no one is safe, where the fate of
Europe will be played out on Spanish soil.
We see this engagement with total war, the fear felt by
Europeans inside and outside of Spain, surface again a few months
later in the June 10 issue of Regards, the French photo-illustrated
Figure 7: Cover of regards, The
Mexican Suitcase, 207. Regards,
June 10, 1937 Courtesy of
International Center of Photography.

magazine. The cover of Regards features Gerda Taro’s pictures,
with a group of people crushed against gates. The text reads:

Guernica! Almeria! (with the panicked intonation of the exclamation points) and tomorrow?
This headline is sensational; it implies that the war is spreading, that tomorrow your
hometown could be next. Guernica and Almeria were both victims of fascist bombings, as was
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Valencia, where this picture was taken. The woman just left of center draws the viewer into her
pain as she defiantly stares back, implicating the viewer as complicit in total war itself. This
cover makes a strong argument for intervention and involvement; it is a call to action, expecting
the international community to respond. Inside this same issue, Regards announces “dress
rehearsal of total war,” featuring the Valencia photos from Taro, captioned “after a recent
bombing of Valencia.” Along the right side of the page scrolls a timeline of the Spanish Civil
War, ending on the statement that: “Total war is not over.” The photomontage on the inside
pages feature dead bodies from the morgue, the civilian victims of ‘total war.’ Viewing the full
roll that Taro took from which the
photos for the montage and cover of
Regards were chosen helps to
illustrate Taro’s own engagement
Figure 8: Taro, Roll 82, Row 2,
Frame 5, The Mexican Suitcase
Gerda Taro [Outside the morgue,
Valencia, Spain], May 1937 ©
International Center of
Photography.

!

Figure 9: Taro, Roll 82, Row 2,
Frame 6, The Mexican Suitcase.
Gerda Taro [Outside the morgue,
Valencia, Spain], May 1937 ©
International Center of Photography.

with ‘total war’, a concept specific
to modernity because of the advent
of airplanes and technology that

makes destruction enmass possible. The copy introducing these photos in The Mexican Suitcase
exhibition catalogue reads: “A major air raid in Valencia started on the night of May 14, 1937,
and lasted through the next day. The town was overpopulated at the time and the causalities
were extremely high. In just over fifty photographs, Taro showed the atrocious consequences of
a new kind of war, in which the civilian population became the main target of enemy forces”
(203). Roll 82 of The Mexican Suitcase unfolds one of the narratives in this story of modernity;
Taro engages trauma, modernity, and the war through her photographic lens. Certainly Taro’s
photojournalism ruins the illusion of peace in 1937 Europe; it shows that another war is looming
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on the horizon. This roll, which starts out in the streets,
captures the worry and frantic chaos of people crowded outside
of the morgue, waiting to discover if their lost companions are
alive or dead. Many of the women are in the traditional black
of Spanish mourning, exhibiting the toll that the war has already
taken on their families and friends. Two children peek their
Figure 10: Taro, Roll 82, Row 3,
Frame 9, The Mexican Suitcase.
Gerda Taro [Morgue, Valencia,
Spain], May 1937 © International
Center of Photography.

heads through the bars in an attempt to gain information; a
woman starts to push through the crowd and by frame seven she
is standing as close to the gates as she can get, waiting for news
to be released.
These frames ground the chaos and the noisiness of
the crowd in a sober reality; some of those families on the
street and above the ground are related to and looking for
the very dead bodies that haunt the photographs of the
morgue. Taro zeros in on the wounds that the bombs have

Figure 11: Taro, Roll 82, Row 3, Frame
10, The Mexican Suitcase. Gerda Taro
[Morgue, Valencia, Spain], May 1937 ©
International Center of Photography.

inflicted; the blood and
dead bodies, the women

and children and old men, deliver a clear message: This is
what humanity is capable of. In capturing the death and
blood, the violence and terror, Taro’s photographs can be read
as a strong condemnation of war. Regards, in some ways,
spares us the connections that the narrative sequence of Taro’s
photographs create. Breaking up the sequence, the way

Figure 12: Taro, Roll 82, Row 3, Frame 11,
The Mexican Suitcase. Gerda Taro
[Morgue, Valencia, Spain], May 1937 ©
International Center of Photography.
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Regards does, makes the trauma and the shock of the pictures more palatable. This breaking up
of the sequence that Taro so carefully shot is reminiscent of the modernist disruption of plot,
marking one type of fragmentation and despair but saving us from another—the trauma of a
complete story that does not end well.
Venturing back above ground, frame twenty-two and twenty-three offer another view of
the crowds in the street, sectioned off from the areas of destruction and death. Men work to
collect the rubble from bombed out buildings, reminding us that even those who were not injured

Figure 13: Taro, Roll 82, Row 7, Frame
22, The Mexican Suitcase. Gerda
Taro [Crowd after the bombings,
Valencia, Spain], May 1937 ©
International Center of Photography.

Figure 14: Taro, Roll 82, Row 7, Frame
23, The Mexican Suitcase. Gerda
Taro [Men clearing the rubble after the
bombings, Valencia, Spain], May
1937 © International Center of
Photography.

may have lost their homes and the places where they lived their daily lives.
Gerda Taro and Dora Maar both produced incredible documentary projects, within
months of each other, encountering artistically the total war of the Spanish Civil War in 1937.
These projects feature the same characters, have similar emotional resonances, and work through
the same subject matter, showing the close connection between art and journalism of this time.
When looked at side by side, a viewer can see how the images inform each other within a
collective conscience and open a conversation about total war. The morgue photographs from
Valencia, also in a basement, are the reverse images of the basement of Guernica. They both
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present chaos and mutilation, darkness

Figure 15: Guernica. Image courtesy of http://www.museoreinasofia.es.

juxtaposed with light. However, they are different poles on the same axis; in Gerda Taro’s frame
thirteen with two dead bodies, there is more dark than light, the solarization of Guernica. The
movement, instead of pushing upward towards the ceiling,
propels downward, toward the ground. The checkered floor of
the basement photos mirrors the exposed beams of Maar’s
images. The image of two bodies in frame thirteen resembles
the human parts strewn across Guernica’s basement floor. The
Figure 16: Taro, Roll 82, Row 4, Frame
13, The Mexican Suitcase. Gerda Taro
[Morgue, Valencia, Spain], May 1937 ©
International Center of Photography.

open mouth with dried blood that had dripped out is eerily
reminiscent of the fallen soldier, whose mouth appears as a

slash across his face. The exposed legs in this frame are like those distorted, discolored calves at
the basement door of the makeshift bomb shelter.
The close ups in Taro’s collection are the one’s with a sense of chaos about them; when
Taro takes a wide shot of the basement as a whole, as in frame fourteen, the disruption and
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despair of Guernica is there, but petrified in a still, darkened silence. Guernica, I feel, is a noisy
painting; you can hear the wails of the Weeping Woman, the fires roaring, the bombs bursting; in
Taro’s sequence you hear the deafening echoes of what once
was but is no longer. These photographers both engage a
concept of modernity, exposing a relationality between the art,
journalism, and war of the modernist endeavor; both tell
stories that, in the time of war, get told over and over. The
Figure 17: Taro, Roll 82, Row 4,
Frame 14, The Mexican Suitcase.
Gerda Taro [Morgue, Valencia,
Spain], May 1937 © International
Center of Photography.

repetition compulsion of the narrative process of war mirrors
the repetition compulsion of the tragedies that occur; they

show us that as long as the war-making system remains intact, the same classic figures will
invoke the same elegies of mourning. But, there is also something unique about the
representational process involved in the Spanish Civil War that these photographs convey. The
engagement with modernist literature, ideas, philosophies, propaganda, and art means that the
shared language between art and war existed less in the realm of propaganda and more in the
realm of a compilation of ideologies and images that turned into a cause. The myth that this
created was that the Spanish Civil War was a cause worth dying for, even more, worth killing
for. And this is not a myth just of modernity, but of War. In this way Taro and Maar capture
Benjamin’s Angel of History in their art:
This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where
we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling
wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay,
awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer
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close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is
turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call
progress (682).

M.I.A.!
Truth is at stake in the literature and discourse surrounding the Spanish Civil War. The
battles on the fields and in the trenches were paralleled by the war of rhetoric that ensued in the
journalism and reporting. The journalistic writing conventions that protect a sense of objectivity
in the production of Anglo-American news stories were repeatedly broken, resulting in articles
that read more like political manifestoes or fictive accounts than documentations of events. The
varying factions of the Spanish Civil War, among them the Rebels
(Fascists/Francoists/Nationalists/Insurgents), the P.O.U.M. (Partido Obrero de Unificación
Marxista-the Marxists), the CNT (Confederación Nacional del Trabajo–the anarcho-syndicalist
trade union) and FAI (Federación Anarquista Ibérica–Iberian anarchist movement), and the
P.C.E. (Partido Comunista de España; the Communist Party) not only fought to control the land
and the political situation in Spain, but also the perspectives of the people through the media.
Each faction had their own newspapers and presses, and their own agendas to push. The foreign
presses often collapsed the intricacies of the war, elided the details, and framed the struggle in
Spain as solely a fight of democracy against fascism, or communism against fascism, causing a
gross misrepresentation of the situational intricacies involved. The line between the literature and
journalism of the Spanish Civil War gets blurred in the process. A comparison of two partisan
newspapers demonstrates the grassroots movement of this generic breakdown. As the case study
of the bombing of Guernica displays contradictions in the major news outlets, this section
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illuminates how the parties employ the modernist trend of genre blending in order to rally people
to their side of the cause and garner support. Here, I will close read issues from the official
newspaper of the P.O.U.M against the fascist publication Spain in order to examine how each
claim truth to support their cause. The generic breakdown of reporting, I maintain, results in
readers having a quite literary or mythological, but not factual, understanding of the events in
Spain.
The Spanish Civil War, a war of ideologies, was also a war of propaganda. Varying
factions run interference with the reporting of fact; political commitment, not event, rules these
newspapers and articles. One might say that the war waged on the battlefields spilled over into
the daily rags and news articles. We Saw Spain Die makes clear that the Republican government
and the fascists alike saw their success in the war dependent on foreign intervention, which was
bound to be informed by the presses. Therefore, both the Republicans and the fascists fought to
control the image that was being disseminated about their disparate causes. Preston quotes
Constancia de la Mora, director of the foreign press office, in saying: “I knew, as all of us did—
that the cause of the Republic depended on the world knowing the facts” (100). The media had
become another geographic frontier for the front lines to conquer; it seems as though it was one
of the most important territories at stake.
Standard Anglo-American journalistic conventions are repeatedly, deliberately, and
specifically broken throughout the reporting of the politics and the events of the war, which
makes many of the news articles, especially in the case of Muriel Rukeyser, read as modernist
experimental literature. Many of the accounts are written in first person, suspending the
objective, non-involved, non-partisan approach most journalists are supposed to have. Many
articles from the war reform and reject the inverted pyramid style that makes news articles
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recognizable (the most important information in the first paragraph, and then the least important
information to follow), instead publishing articles that are written more like narratives. David
Deacon, in British News Media and the Spanish Civil War (2008) identifies this trend as a
distinction between reporting and reportage: “Reporting is ‘a fact-centered discursive practice’
(Chalaby, 1998: 5)” (BNM 46) and “Reportage …represents, in the words of Egon Kisch, a form
of literary art in which accuracy of observation and fidelity to facts combine with creative
narrative’” (46). However, inside Spain, there is no pretense of impartiality, no pretense of nonbias reporting,89 and therefore the “literary art” of reportage often renders the “accuracy of
observation and fidelity to facts” suspicious. Often, readers cannot tell where the responsibilities
of an author end and the responsibilities of a journalist begin in the reportage or reporting of the
Spanish Civil War. In the collapse of fact into fiction, or fiction into truth, however, authors bear
witness to the trauma of total war, compelling an ethical response to it.
To compensate for the shedding of conventional journalistic form, these papers
inherently, and at times, explicitly argue that they cannot, or will not report unbiasedly because
they fall on the side of truth. Robert Capa believed “no tricks are necessary to take pictures in
Spain. You don’t have to pose your camera …The pictures are there, and you just take them.
The truth is the best picture, the best propaganda” (Teaching Representations 9), and as Noel
Valis points out, this statement “reveals how blurry the distinctions were between truth and
propaganda. For Capa and many others, propaganda served the truth” (9). The newspapers of
the time bring truth into the discussion, claiming truth as their own, in an attempt to rhetorically
89

Preston’s book unfolds the difficulty that the journalists had remaining impartial, eventually relinquishing and
value on maintaining neutrality. He quotes correspondent Arthur Koestler in saying: “Anyone who has lived
through the hell of Madrid with his eyes, his nerves, his heart, his stomach—and then pretends to be objective, is a
liar. If those who have at their command printing machines and printer’s ink for the expression of their opinions,
remain neutral and objective in the face of such bestiality, then Europe is lost. In that case let us all sit down and
bury our heads in the sand and wait until the devil takes us. In that case it is time for Western civilization to say
good night” (WSSD 47).
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reinforce their position, openly acknowledging it as the greatest weapon. In that
acknowledgement, they employ modernist literary techniques to capture elusive truth and
promote their cause.
The Spanish Revolution, the official newspaper of the P.O.U.M. equates truth with
revolution and revolution with the Spanish Civil War. Under threat of being silenced by the
Communist Party (supported by Russia), the P.O.U.M. declares in its ninth issue, under the
banner headline, “Our Right to Speak the Truth,” that “One of the most fervent demands of the
working class has always been the right to free speech, free criticism, and inquiry and a plain
statement of facts …We must know what we want and where we are going and express our ideas
on the subject,”90 paralleling truth with political strategizing. To the P.O.U.M., the truth of the
war is revolution: there is no war without revolution. Orwell goes into great detail in Homage to
Catalonia about how the Soviet Union, in order to appease the capitalist international powers
that be, insists that the Spanish Civil War was a fight for democracy against fascism. In contrast,
the P.O.U.M. maintains in The Spanish Revolution however: “There is no way to escape the
dilemma of our times: socialism or fascism. Whoever does not struggle openly and decidedly for
socialism plays unwittingly into the hands of fascism.” There is no reason for the P.O.U.M. to
equivocate because:
Those who follow the events in Spain simply through the accounts given in the
foreign press must inevitably begin, after a certain lapse of time, to lose faith in
the news reports of both sides… We cannot make an ally of falsehood. We are
not playing the game of bourgeois politics which has become simply an
unscrupulous method of reaping the largest benefits at the lowest cost. We are
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building a new social order which must stand on a basis of truth and justice. We
do not need to defend with lies a cause which we value more highly then our
lives, a cause which can bear the light of truth.91
Though readers of international newspapers are frustrated with accounts from both sides, due to
a large discrepancy in reporting and propaganda, and propaganda and art, the address of this
passage supports its skillfully rhetorical purpose by attempting to establish a relationship of
“trust” between The Spanish Revolution and their readership. The address, and in fact the
current that underlies all the reporting of the entire first volume of the P.O.U.M.’s weekly
bulletin, sets up a binary opposition between the socialist cause and the fascist forces; to be
neutral in this address is to play directly into the hands of the fascists. Those who are not out
rightly socialist, according to the P.O.U.M. are inherently fascist—neutrality, or even
democracy, supports the fascist cause.
This argument is developed over nine issues within the first volume of the publication of
The Spanish Revolution, blending the typical genre distinctions between propaganda and
philosophy and journalism, political rhetoric and economic policy. Journalism becomes
propaganda as it uses Marxist rhetoric to introduce its commentary; political commentary
becomes a call for social revolution as it insists that the economics of the war depends on
collectivized resources and a socialist approach to property. Banners and blurbs run along the
bottom of this publication, announcing: “Without revolutionary theory, No revolutionary
practice” and “War at the Front and revolution behind the lines.”92 Philosophically, ethically, the
P.O.U.M. is on solid ground—it has supported its cause with a discursive theory based on an
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The Spanish Revolution, 28 October 1936, 6.
The Spanish Revolution, 4 November, 1936, 7-8.
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academic, philosophical doctrine—a doctrine that allows the faction to spout ideology and
proclaim ‘truth’ as the locus from which its assertions leap.
Truth, here, becomes an imperative, a constitutive necessity. Lies are a tool of the
enemy, and truth is the foundation of the Revolution. The terms, as they have been introduced,
are contingent upon each other: “We are building a new social order which must stand on a basis
of truth and justice. We do not need to defend with lies a cause which we value more highly
then our lives, a cause which can bear the light of truth.” The Revolution must spring from truth,
for to lie would be to continue the system of oppression of the bourgeoisie; truth is what
distinguishes the Revolution from its enemies. Truth needs the Revolution to call it into
existence. According to The Spanish Revolution, truth’s very being is dependent upon the
Revolution’s success.
Alternately, Spain, the fascist publication distributed in the United States, also claims
truth as its ally and lies as a tool of the enemy. In a declaration quite similar to Spanish
Revolution, Spain presents its mission as: “to set forth the truth about the Spanish Civil War.
The issues at stake in the fields of battle in Spain have become a battle of opinions across the
frontier. Press and radio daily launch an avalanche of news and articles. Where is the truth to be
found?”93 Here Spain openly acknowledges that truth is at stake, framing the war as a battle of
discourse. Lies are a tool of the enemy—again, as in The Spanish Revolution, we see truth
appropriated as an assertion of strength and moral righteousness. Later in the same publication,
Spain claims, under the headline “Lies—An Instrument of Red Propaganda”: “As the curve of
our victories ascends and grows stronger, it tries to keep pace through the use of the lies it is
forced to substitute for the victories it never wins …When [the Reds] manufacture their stories
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they do not bear in mind that it is within reach of anyone to compare their lies with the
immediate reality of facts.”94 Clearly, truth is on Spain’s side. Both Spain and The Spanish
Revolution try to claim truth as their own, subordinating the news for a higher truth, the cause of
moral righteousness. Though on different sides, they employ similar tropes to garner support,
and though we might today recognize these smaller papers as obvious propaganda, soldiers on
the front were engaging in battle in support of these very causes.

The!Task!of!the!Journalist!
Reporter In Spain, a manifesto-sized, 100-page bound book testifying to the events in
Spain at the start of the Spanish Civil War, closes with the task of the journalist. Written by
British war correspondent Claude Cockburn under the pen name Frank Pitcairn, this book was
published in 1937 by the Co-Operative Publishing Society of Foreign Workers in the U.S.S.R.,
less than halfway through the war, with time left to still effect the non-intervention clauses
implemented by the United States, Great Britain, and France. “One Morning,” Cockburn writes,
“the message came up the line to say I was to go to London to tell people at first-hand what I had
seen at first hand of how things were in Spain” [sic] (100). As Cockburn waves good-bye to his
comrades of battle and his readers alike, he acknowledges and announces his obligation: to tell
people what he saw, first-hand, on the line. He is assigned to this task by both his fellow soldiers
(“They wanted to write a message for me to take to England and publish, but then there was an
alarm that the bombers were coming over, and we all had to rush to cover” (100)) and himself;
he must get the word out about what ‘actually’ happens in Spain.

94

Spain 12 October, 1937, 11.

J. Ashley Foster

Modernism’s Impossible Witness

99

The formal elements of the text Reporter in Spain complicates this very clear-cut notion
of what it means to witness and then to report, as does Claude Cockburn’s suspicious publishing
history laced with biased war correspondence.95 In fact, Claude Cockburn, as a character of the
Spanish Civil War, gives those who analyze the war reason to question what it means to “record”
or “report” an event at all. Like Homage to Catalonia, Cockburn’s Reporter in Spain reads more
like a novel or novella than political document or an extensive journalistic endeavor. Short
chapters bridge the gap between different ‘plot points’ of the text and this reporter transcribes
dialogue between characters. The convention of quoting, attributing dialogue and statements
either to their speaker or an anonymous source, is abandoned throughout the book. One cannot
help being struck by two things in reading Reporter in Spain: first, how much emotion flows
through Pitcairn’s language and, second, how ultimately literary that language reads. Like a
novel, the dialogue and humanity of the characters transport one to the time and place of the
action; as the “big peasant lad” cries out “why?” the reader can hear his screams resound off the
walls of the square:
There was a big peasant lad from Albacete, who had a fine voice and used
to sing and dance sometimes for the platoon. One blazing afternoon, when for the
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Preston tells a story that illuminates Cockburn’s political commitments were more of a priority for him than a
strict adherence to reporting the facts: “Katz [the “unofficial organizer of the Spanish Republic’s propaganda
operation in Western Europe with financial support from both the Spanish Government and Comintern”]…
summoned Cockburn to Paris and announced; ‘You are the first eyewitness of the revolt at Tetuán. Cockburn, who
had never set foot in Tetuán, sought elucidation. Katz explained that a delegation of French communists and
Socialists was about to try to persuade the premier, Leon Blum, to open the frontier… Katz hoped to plant a
newspaper story that would suggest that Franco was facing difficulties. Realizing that a story about some
apocryphal Republican victory would have little influence, Katz decided to put out a story that would make it seem
that Franco’s power was crumbling in the very fount of its strength, Spanish Morocco ...Complete with ‘details’ of
places and participants, Cockburn remembered that it had ‘emerged as one of the soundest, most factual pieces of
war correspondence ever written’” (51-52).
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twentieth time we had hung around the armory waiting for rifles, they handed us
out some dummy rifles to drill with.
He snatched his, thinking it was the real thing at last. Then he saw what it
was. The new disappointment was too much for him.
I can see him now, standing with the dummy held above his head and the
tears running hotly down his bronze cheeks. “I want to fight, I want to fight, I
want to fight for my country, and you give me this.”
And turning slowly on his heels, a full circle, calling to all four corner of
the barrack square, he shouted, “Why, why, why?” (72)
As the lad’s “why’s?” cry out, they hit the reader with the potency of his frustration and pain, of
the utter impotency and uselessness of going into battle without working weapons. There is
something erringly Orwellian, dare I say Hemingway-esque, about the way Reporter in Spain
opens: “By July you did not need to enter Spain to know that ‘something was going to happen’”
(5). It could be the first line of For Whom the Bell Tolls. The assurance, the abruptness, the
address of the reader, the simple yet elegant sentence could have been written by Hemingway. It
could proudly be the opening to any literary fictive text. And yet it’s not—it is the first line of a
journalistic account of a journalist’s time in Spain.
However, what it means to be a journalistic account of Spain is still under consideration.
Louis Delaprée, author of The Martyrdom of Madrid, in describing the blood-soaked streets of
Madrid, claims the task of the journalist, in the event of total war, to be “an actuary’s process. I
number the ruins, I count the dead, I weigh the blood spilt” (21). Claude Cockburn’s very
literariness and poeticity indicates that something other than strict adherence to journalistic
integrity is going on; there is a different kind of integrity at play here. Cockburn may very well
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have believed what he wrote, but not because he believed it to have actually happened, but
because he believed in scenarios very much like what he described and the cause which he
supported. James Pittifer, editor of Cockburn in Spain maintains: “Cockburn’s job in Spain was
not simply to report events in the war effectively, and to get the point of view of the Republican
government across to the British people, but to bring the struggle alive in such a way as it would
catch their imagination and fire them to take action (emphasis mine13). If what Pettifer claims
was indeed the job Cockburn was sent to fulfill, he did a fine job of elaborating his news reports
to “catch” the British “imagination” and “fire them to take action.” Pettifer understands that, if,
in the words of Herbert Matthews (correspondent for the New York Times) “in condemning bias
one rejects the only factors which really matter—honesty, understanding and thoroughness” (17)
then, according to Pettifer, “in this sense, Cockburn was a great reporter, even if, like most other
correspondents there, he was sometimes guilty of over-optimism” (17). Pettifer admits that
Cockburn’s relationship to the hard facts was tenuous at best: “Some things didn’t happen as
they were predicted, others went badly when they were written up as dead heats or partial
victories. Almost all writers, on both sides, confused hope with reality” (17).
In some sense, then, the truth that Cockburn reports is a literary and emotional truth, not a
factual one. He tells his country more what he experienced in Spain than what he saw.
Cockburn sets a tone and provides an image of the Spanish Civil War that is hard to dispute,
whether or not the events occurred in the exact places, times, or successions of his manuscript.
The fact is, there was a shortage of weapons on the Republican side, and men were frustrated by
their lack of training and arms. There was, as Cockburn describes, “huge heroism of the people
who had thrown themselves against the machine-gun emplacements and the riflemen, and broken
their way in against odds which were intended to be, and ought to have been, overwhelming.”
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Whether or not we can understand this truth as responding to the task of the journalist, however,
remains up for debate. Through examples like Cockburn and Delaprée, it becomes clear that in
response to the total war in Spain, journalists felt an obligation to share what they experienced, to
make their readers feel what they felt, to convey an emotional truth, if not an actual one. We
could consider this to be journalism’s poetic turn towards modernism, framing reality or
historical event in an artistically experimental way.

Witnessing!Total!War!
The poet Langston Hughes spent six months in Spain as a journalist and wrote a series of
fourteen weekly articles for the Baltimore Afro-American. These articles as a collection, often
first-hand, narrative accounts, document Hughes’s travels throughout Spain and speak to his
experience of encountering the Spanish people and society. They also bear witness to the
civilian experience of the world’s first total war. Like Louis Delaprée, Hughes’s reports from
Madrid are filled with images of airplanes and aerial bombardment; the modernist problematic of
total war fills both his newspaper articles and his poems. Both the mythological and historical
registers of truth are interwoven in Hughes’s Spanish Civil War journalism and we can see these
then transmitted into his poems about Spain. With Hughes’s Spain writings, two particular ideas
become clear: Hughes uses poetic and literary language throughout his newspapers articles to
create a vivid image of Spain and the cause against fascism, which is then inextricably
interconnected throughout the series to the fight against racism at home, in the United States; and
secondly, in reporting from the trenches and the cities of the Spanish Civil War, Hughes is
writing a history that not only highlights the participation of persons of color in international
events, but also documents the daily rhythms of a country engaged in total war and his own
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responses to war time conditions. In other words, like Delaprée, Orwell, and Rukeyser, Hughes
includes his own narration, experiences, impressions, thoughts, and opinions in the frame of the
event, recounting the truth of the telling as much as the truth of the happening. In a politically
radical gesture that reflects the Republican cause against fascism and the struggle in the United
States against racism, Hughes writes his own story and politics into the history of Spain.
Hughes’s first article from Madrid, “Hughes Bombed in Spain,” begins the trend of
interpolating the events of the war with narration of his personal experience of Spain. The article
starts out with Hughes’s own travel from France into Spain, descriptions of his journey and
people he met, dinner, and of a club he visited. He paints a picture of an egalitarian society,
without racism, where people are friendly and happy: “In Spain, as one can see at the dance that
afternoon, there is no color line, and the Catalonian girls and their escorts mingled gaily with the
colored guests” (“Bombed in Spain” 2). According to Michael Thurston, Hughes “presents the
example Spain can set for race relations before the bombs fall down and threaten to destroy it”
(“Langston Hughes” 144). This gayness is juxtaposed later in the article when, that night,
Hughes experiences his first air raid. Hughes describes: “BOOM! The dull roar of dying
vibration. And another BOOM! I saw through my window a flash of a light” (“Bombed in
Spain” 2). The snapshots of civilian life, the images of Madrid in the midst of the air raid,
“humanizes the Spanish” and “invites relationship” with the reader, according to Thurston,
“grant[ing] readers a stake in what at stake in Spain” (“Langston Hughes” 145). It also allows
Hughes to tell the story of his personal experience while connecting that experience to historical
events. It blends the empirical with the universal—Hughes writes from his own perspective
about the larger issues of justice and racial equality. Like the poem “Song of Spain,” which
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“adopts a global viewpoint” and “forge[s] solidarity with the Spanish people,”96 Hughes’s
dispatches, in writing profiles about and conducting interviews with black volunteers and
recounting his experiences in Spain with the Spanish people, conveys a political message that
connects the fight in Spain with the fight against racism and tyranny everywhere. As Anne
Donlon’s Poetry, Politics, and Friendship in the Spanish Civil War points out, Hughes’s
solidarity with the workers, in a global fight against fascism, also sought to “undermine the
patriarchal structures ingrained in culture and politics” (3). Additionally, his works powerfully
bear witness to the advent of total war.
As Hughes spends more time in Spain, and gets deeper into the war, the descriptions of
total war, the images of aerial bombardment or the residual effects of the bombardment feature
more prominently in his articles. One of the points that Hughes reiterates in his articles is the
proximity of the war to the cities; that in total war, the front overtakes everything else; there is no
safe zone. In “Madrid Getting Used to Bombs; It’s Food Shortage That Hurts,” Hughes
describes, “There are certain sections of Madrid, so they say, that are more dangerous than the
actual trenches, for they are wide open to artillery fire. Between the Fascist cannons and the
aviation, whole districts of Madrid have been quite destroyed, and people can no longer live in
them” (3). The image of aerial bombardment is a theme to which Hughes returns in his poetry
about Spain, though his poetry lacks the optimistic resolution of most of his articles. In “Air
Raid in Barcelona,” Hughes describes airplanes as “A flock of death birds” (CW v1 262),
continuing on in the poem to say, “The siren’s wild cry/ Like a hollow scream/ Echoes out of
hell in a nightmare dream./ Then the BOMBS fall!/ All others noises are nothing at all/ When the
BOMBS fall” (262). The weight of the language, the impact of the air raid, the sense of sorrow
96
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and loss that the poem ends with (“In what was a courtyard/ A child weeps alone./ Men uncover
bodies/ From ruins of stone” (263)) has a gravity and a distress that the newspaper dispatches
lack; though the dispatches contain elements that are apparent in Hughes’s poems, and impart
shocking and disturbing images, Hughes typically ends them on a note of solidarity, with a callto-action and optimistic political proscription.
For example, in “Madrid’s Flowers Hoist Blooms to Meet Raining Fascist Bombs,” the
article starts with images of destroyed houses and ends with the people rising in unison, like the
blooming flowers, to say “NO” against the fascist invasion. In visiting the trenches in the
suburbs of Madrid, Hughes notes the destruction of the outskirts of town: “Some of the buildings
had been completely gutted by bombs from the fascist planes. Others had great ragged holes in
their walls from shell fire” (3). Unsettled by the proximity of the trenches to urban life, Hughes
describes the collapse between the city and battle zone, iterating that the strange thing about the
trenches was the way in which they were built around and through people’s gardens and houses.
The images of the empty, war-torn houses invokes the spirit of normal, daily activity that has
been disrupted and abandoned because of the war, while signifying the need for solidarity in the
fight against fascism:
Instead they curved and zig-zagged through gardens, under fences, and beneath
houses… Or sometimes they passed right through the wall and living room of a
cottage, or maybe through the whole house, past the stove in the kitchen and then
on out of doors to become an open trench again. Like frightful modernistic
drawings, the mangled houses lifted their broken walls and torn roofs to the cool
blue sky, and trenches cut through rooms where once families had lived and
children had played (3).
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However, the Madrileño struggle against fascism and the destruction the city has had to endure
takes an upbeat turn when Hughes starts to describe illiterate men learning to read in the
trenches. For Hughes, the right to learn to read, to become educated, combats everything the
fascists stand for.
Like Virginia Woolf, Hughes sees fascism as connected to tyranny and oppression
everywhere. Thurston proposes that we read Hughes’s Spain writings and views on Spain as a
“montage,” one that emphasizes the “intersection between black and red interests” (“Montage”
203). One can see from Hughes’s articles how he universalizes the struggle in Spain, expanding
the argument and the logic to call for social justice in the United States, and relates the fight
against racism and oppression with worker solidarity. In an article that explores the diversity and
multi-nationalism of the International Brigade volunteers, Hughes proclaims: “From these
countries that I’ve named, and from other countries from all over the world, class conscious
workers come to fight in Spain because that the enemy is the same old enemy that they have at
home—except at home, he still wears a mask, as a rule, whereas in Spain he has not only
dropped his mask, but has let his pants down a well” (“Soldiers from Many Lands United” 13).
This statement demonstrates the way in which Hughes creates a bridge that relates the situation
in Spain to global racial and worker oppression. Particularly emphasized in Hughes’s articles is
the relation of fascism to racism in the United States. Hughes’s profiles, interviews, and
personal stories of persons of color who fight fascism are interventions in American racism. In
the article “Milt Herndon Died Trying to Rescue Wounded Pal,” Hughes recounts the tale of how
two soldiers—one African-American and one Scandinavian—traveled in the rain to tell him the
story of Herndon’s death. Filled with narrative details that also provide the reader a picture of
the telling—the mythological truth of the event—Hughes documents for history the
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circumstances of Herndon’s fatality, while drawing a powerful connection between Herndon’s
death and American politics. In closing his article, Hughes ponders: “I thought how Milton
Herndon had died not only to save another comrade, or another country, Spain, but for all of us
in America, as well. You see, he understood the connections between the enemy at home and the
enemy in Spain: They are the same enemy” (2).
Through his profiles and portraits of persons of color who volunteered to fight in Spain,
Hughes witnesses his own experience of the Spainish cause, provides political commentary on
global racism, fascism, and imperialism, and documents the lives and stories of those who fought
in Spain. The Baltimore Afro-American states at the publishing of the sixth of Hughes’s articles
that, “Beginning next week, and in succeeding articles, Mr. Hughes will incorporate a series of
interviews with colored men fighting in Spain, and let them tell you why they are there, and what
they are doing. Certainly, they are writing a new and international page in the history of the
colored peoples of America” (18 December, 1937, 13), illustrating the fact that Hughes was
deliberately writing for the historical record while fighting racism in the United States. Hughes’s
interpolation of personal narrative, the inclusion of himself in the frame of the event, and the
iteration of the account of his telling, braid an element of mythological truth into his news
articles that do not contradict their historical accuracy, but do witness the experience of the event
of wartime conditions in Spain as well as the event of war itself.

The!Warning:!“Beware!of!My!Partisanship”!
Like Reporter in Spain, Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia employs the use of dialogue
instead of quotes, and a narrative, first person account in contrast to an ‘objective’, third person
documentation. Unlike Reporter in Spain, however, Homage to Catalonia openly admits its
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loose claim to being a strict journalistic document or political commentary. It scrambles the
lines between autobiography and history, reporting and narration. At several points throughout
the text, Orwell readily acknowledges the desertion of truth from the war, entertaining the idea
that his account contains more fiction than fact:
And I hope the account I have given is not too misleading. I believe that on such
an issue as this no one is or can be completely truthful. It is difficult to be certain
about anything except what you have seen with your own eyes, and consciously
or unconsciously everyone writes as a partisan …beware of my partisanship, my
mistakes of fact and the distortion inevitably caused by my having seen only one
corner of events. And beware of exactly the same things when you read any other
book on this period of the Spanish war. (230-231)
Orwell openly announces he is going to lie. We can excuse him, though, because he says it’s
impossible not to. In fact, Orwell demonstrates such concern for his readership’s integrity that
the caveat he issues does not apply solely to his text, but all texts concerning the Spanish Civil
War: it is not possible, according to Orwell, to tell the truth about this war, or to distinguish fact
from fiction. Berman observes: “In Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia …the experience of the
Spanish Civil War becomes one of ongoing estrangement or defamiliarization, which disrupts
our assumptions about both British and Spanish politics and produces a genre that acts in the
world by mediating between memoir and propaganda” (27). Berman concludes, however, even
though Orwell writes “between memoir and propaganda” (27), his work “never becomes pure
propaganda because it works by dislocation and dissociation rather than by direct statement”
(216) and that the “high degree of self-reflection, ironic detachment, and openness of form that
characterizes much modernist narrative may militate against the effects of propaganda” (213).
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For Berman, what saves a “committed” work from propaganda status is its ability to equivocate;
precisely because Orwell refuses to command his readers what to think, attempting to present, if
not a well-rounded picture of Spain, at least the possibility of another story, an alternate
narrative, he strays from the agitprop party line. He creates, not a record of the reality of events
in Spain, but a world for us to inhabit and the ability for us to imagine what it was like and come
to our own conclusions and loyalties. This equivocation with language is precisely the way in
which Orwell’s journalism becomes literature.
The obvious name to invoke in a discussion of journalism and the Spanish Civil War
would be Ernest Hemingway, as For Whom the Bell Tolls is the iconic novel of the war and
Hemingway’s role as journalistic figure is flaunted in his role as author/celebrity. With
Hemingway, we see the collapse of fiction into journalism as well as journalism into literature.
Sections of For Whom the Bell Tolls read as journalistically as his war correspondence, though
maybe it would be more accurate to say that Hemingway’s journalism reads as literarily as his
novels. “A New Kind of War,” NANA Dispatch, April 14, 1937, opens with a scene that could
be from The Fifth Column, Hemingway’s play about the war:
Madrid—The window of the hotel is open and, as you lie in bed, you hear the
firing in the front line seventeen blocks away. There is rifle fire all night long.
The rifles go tacrong, capong, craang, tacrong, and then a machine gun opens up
…You lie and listen to it and it is a great thing to be in bed with your feet
stretched out gradually warming the cold foot of the bed (Hemingway on War
281).
The address of “you” places the reader inside Hemingway’s mind; looking through his
perspective, the reader is there with Hemingway, amidst the guns. The words that are not quite
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words, replicating the sounds of the guns (“tagrong, capong, craang, tacrong”), mirrors the
opening scene of the fourth episode of James Joyce’s Ulysses where Leopold Bloom is feeding
his cat. Here, Joyce creates words that sound like a cat’s language (“Mkagano! … “Mrkgano!
(55)), much like the movement of Hemingway with the gunshots. Certainly pulling writing
techniques from one of the modernist greats could be considered constitutive of a certain
literariness.
Likewise, Hemingway’s novel about the Spanish Civil War adopts components of
realism that convey the atmosphere of that particular place and time. Little details, heartbreaking
details, itemizing the circumstances of the war make it difficult to read chapters of For Whom the
Bell Tolls as fiction:
If you have not seen the day of revolution in a small town where all know all in
the town and always have known all, you have seen nothing. And on this day
most of the men in the double line across the plaza wore the clothes in which they
worked in the fields, having come into town hurriedly, but some, not knowing
how one should dress for the first day of a movement, wore their clothes for
Sundays or holidays, and these, seeing that the others, including those who had
attacked the barracks, wore their oldest clothes, were ashamed of being wrongly
dressed. But they did not take off their jackets for fear of losing them, or that they
might be stolen by the worthless ones, and so they stood, sweating in the sun and
waiting for it to commence. (Chapter 10)
Here Hemingway delivers a picture excruciating in its simplicity, pitiful in actuality, tragic in its
content. A group of men, who come to meet the revolution, who will be pitted against the
neighbors they have known their entire lives, arrive dressed in their Sunday best. How else does
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one present oneself on the day one thinks the world will change? This detail, this little detail,
calls to mind both the human factor and, simultaneously, the ridiculousness of war. The inability
of these men to respond appropriately to the call for war signifies that there is no appropriate
response to the call, except maybe to hang up the phone.97
Keeping the trend of personal account and story telling alive in the contemporary
discourse surrounding the war, both Ghosts of Spain (2006) and Picasso’s War (2002)
interpolate the personal narration and almost memoir-istic stories of their authors throughout
historical texts. Giles Tremlett opens Ghosts of Spain with an anecdote of what it is like to live
in noisy Madrid as a foreigner and continues to weave details of life as an honorary Spaniard
throughout this journalistic book that is categorized under “history.” Russell Martin also
interweaves personal accounts of his favorite professor throughout a book that is, ostensibly, a
biography of Picasso and the painting of Guernica, and a historical account of the Spanish Civil
War. Both these texts are quite post-modernly self-conscious in their authors’ conceits and
awkwardly deal with their own subjectivity and authorial authority. Both engage the reader in an
inter-subjective relationship that undermines the notion of any objectivity or impartiality,
conveying the very ambiguity and literariness constitutive within language. How these historical
and journalistic texts engage the reader exposes the narrational and fictive structures inherent
within recounting an event, thus destroying the illusion of any kind of telling or testimonial
process that relies on a denotative or categorical sense of “truth.” As Derrida deals with the hazy
line between fiction and testimony in Demeure: Fiction and Testimony, he writes: “If the
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testimonial is by law irreducible to the fictional, there is no testimony that does not structurally
imply in itself the possibility of fiction, simulacra, dissimulation, lie and perjury—that is to say,
the possibility of literature, of the innocent or perverse literature that innocently play at
perverting all of these distinctions” (29), thus illustrating the contamination of the sanctity of
truth with the uncertainty of literature.
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Chapter 3
The Poem in Exile and the Promise of Poetry

But poetry is the type of creation in which we may live and which will save us.
-Muriel Rukeyser, Life of Poetry

When total war renders the distinctions between home and battlefront, political and
domestic spheres, life and art, fact and fiction, impossible during the Spanish Civil War, the task
of reporter falls to the poet. In this chapter, the journalist turns to poetry when journalism proves
to be an insufficient medium with which to witness the horror of total war in Spain. As the last
chapter discussed, hybrids between journalism and memoir, news and literature, are employed to
record the events in Spain. Muriel Rukeyser’s writings on Spain, from her war correspondence
to her poems to her experimental novel Savage Coast, demonstrate the breakdown between life
and art discussed in the previous chapter and exemplify the tendency of Spanish Civil War
reporting’s pivot towards experimental literature.
Muriel Rukeyser’s poem “Mediterranean,” erupts from the tension of what Philippe
Lacoue-Labarthe calls the il faut–the necessity, the imperative, the must, of writing. Conceived
at the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, “Mediterranean” responds to the task assigned to
Rukeyser by the organizer of the anti-fascist Olympics, held in protest of the official Olympic
Games taking place in Berlin in 1936. The organizer of the Barcelona Games issues Rukeyser
her obligation, “responsibility” (LOP 2) as she calls it, to “go tell your countries what you saw in
Spain” (“Mediterranean” 46). Rukeyser, in Barcelona on assignment for the British Life and
Letters Today, answers this call to write and disseminate the news from Spain repeatedly and
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throughout many years, in multiple versions and forms. Many of Rukeyser’s works on Spain
transgress the law of the genre,98 break traditional forms, and illustrate the trend of Spanish Civil
War writing to become modernist generic fusions of journalism and literature, blending fact and
fiction, testifying at times more to emotion than to actual occurrence. The article published in
Life and Letters Today, “Barcelona, 1936” breaks form and morphs into versification at the end,
whereas, I argue, war separates the poem from poetry in “Mediterranean” and exhibits LacoueLabarthe’s “literalization” of the poetic word in a turn towards the journalistic. These generic
“contaminations,”99 as Jacques Derrida might call them, are emblematic of the fact that many
writers who flocked to the Spanish trenches abandoned journalistic protocol and adopted a
modernist hybrid literary genre that was an experimental collapse of journalism into literature,
discussed at length in the previous chapter, as boundaries were blurred between memoir and
history, between the short story and the political pamphlet. A reading of Rukeyser’s war
correspondence in conversation with her poems through the philosophic lens of Lacoue-Labarthe
and Rukeyser’s own philosophy of poetics reveals that this generic breakdown permits Rukeyser
to witness a powerfully ambivalent experience where her longing for peace confronts her
revolutionary social justice commitments. Rukeyser’s blending of poetry into reportage100 and
reportage into poetry holds open a space for the hope of the future, a new beginning, and issues
an invitation for peace to inhabit the world.
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Through a close reading and analysis of Rukeyser’s poem “Mediterranean,” we can see
how Rukeyser attempts to cope with the emotional contradictions and ambivalence of her
position as a leftist, radical woman at a moment of intense political activity and total war. And in
invoking poetry as a literary mechanism for recording and discussing the events in Spain,
Rukeyser’s work typifies the breakdown between life and art, leaving her readers to fight
through the ethical and emotional ambiguities of total war, where the majority of victims are
civilians. It unveils the ethical positioning of the poet juxtaposed with the ethical positioning of
the journalist. It reveals the emotional caesura that occurs in the wake of violent revolution and
the emotional and psychological contradictions of war that work on multiple registers, all braided
into the poem. Rukeyser turns to poetry to express the many truths of war and to reconcile the
ethical juxtapositions that Spain presents, seeking resolution in the promise of peace and the
hope of the future. In this way, Rukeyser creates a poetics of peace and, though not an absolutist
pacifist, through her poetry performs a powerful peace witness.
The swing between good and evil at the beginning of the revolution was extreme. Many
journalists and writers felt that being in Spain was the best thing that they ever had ever done, in
the words of Herbert Matthews: “nothing so wonderful will every happen to me again as those
two and a half years I spent in Spain” (quoted in WSSD 45). On the one hand, the start of the
war saw an outbreak of violence and death. On the other hand, the people joined the (relatively
few) loyal soldiers and the trade unions in response to the military coup and fended off the
professionally trained army long enough to receive reinforcements from Russia and to welcome
the International Brigades. It was an incredible moment for the Popular Front, but because the
revolution was conceived in violence, ambivalence haunts much of the work from Spain. It has
been romanticized and mythologized by countless authors for almost a century. However,
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despite the romance, this was a war that escalated the military tactic of total war. The boundaries
between the front and civilian life dissolved and in many cases the cities became the front. The
bombings of Madrid are one example of this. The bombing of Guernica, the town, is another. In
Helen Graham’s terms, the fascist rebellion “unleashed a conflict in which civilians became the
targets of mass killings” (TWAIS 20). Paul Preston estimates that “about 55,000 civilians were
killed in the Republican zone in the course of the war while more than three times that number
were murdered in the rebel zone” (WSSD 7). It is these two incommensurate—the people’s
revolution and total war—and yet both true narratives that flow through Muriel Rukeyser’s
literary corpus, as she tries to work through the morally problematic ecstasy of war. It is from
this space of incommensurability that she writes, from the space of silence, and trying to speak
the unspeakable.
This chapter will trace Rukeyser’s ambivalence through her writings on Spain and war,
proposing that the impossibility in reconciling both truths of war, the horror and the ecstasy, calls
forth the necessity (or possibility) of the poem, and then sends it into exile. The violence and
tragedy of the Spanish Civil War separates poetry from the poem in “Mediterranean” as it, in the
double-bind of writing, calls forth its existence, divorcing the poetic (the fable of the age, or
rather, the truth-content) from the poem, casting the poem into exile, rendering the task of the
poem to record and document the event. The poem then turns towards its own literalization,
becoming the historical record. The exile of the poem from poetry, the shift into a prosaism,
causes a gap that opens in “Mediterranean” between poetry—which for Rukeyser is not a word,
or a series of words, but a gesture, a “state of plunging far and dark and turning to come back to
the world” (LOP 172) or an “exchange of energy” (173)–and the poem, left as a shell in longing
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for poetry. The poem is a shell not without hope, however, because it gestures towards the
promise of poetry, which, for Rukeyser, is peace. The poem, then, is an invitation for peace.

Five!Days!
The American poet Muriel Rukeyser traveled to Europe in the summer of 1936. The
quarterly London literary publication Life and Letters Today engaged her to report on the antifascist Olympics, held in Barcelona as a protest against the official Olympics in Berlin.
Rukeyser traveled by train from France into Spain and was detained in the small village of
Moncada on the rural outskirts of Barcelona. The Spanish rebellion broke out the day that
Rukeyser arrived in Spain. Transported by truck to Barcelona, she was then evacuated via the
vessel Ciudad di Ibiza. Life and Letters Today published the article Rukeyser submitted in their
autumn 1936 issue on the outbreak of war instead of the Games, and Rukeyser continued to write
about Spain for almost forty years, in many versions.101 This chapter will address the article
printed in the British literary publication Life and Letters Today, “Barcelona, 1936” (1936), the
poems “Mediterranean” (1936) and “To the Front” (1944), and the prose account in her
philosophical treatise Life of Poetry (1949).
Deeply committed to the fight against fascism and for social justice, “Rukeyser was
involved in publicizing, fundraising and advocating for the Loyalist cause in Spain. Her poem
‘Mediterranean’ was printed first as a pamphlet for the Medical Bureau to Aid Spanish
Democracy” (SC xii). It was an incredible moment for the Popular Front, but because the
revolution was conceived in violence, ambivalence haunts Rukeyser’s work. Caught up in the
101
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revolutionary spirit of the masses taking power, Rukeyser is sorry to leave Spain; however, she is
acutely aware, as her lover Otto Bock died fighting for the International Brigades,102 that what
happened in Spain was ultimately a war and that life was lost on both sides. Rukeyser was a
woman committed to social justice and peace throughout her life, who “when she was already
seriously ill, after several strokes, lame, with diabetes, her eyes none too good, she went to jail
for protesting the Vietnam War…” (Cooper, “Witness” 7); however, she was also entirely
committed to the revolution and winning the Spanish Civil War and World War II. It is these
two discordant themes—the violence, and yet necessity, of social revolution and a longing for
peace—that are braided into her work about Spain.
Current scholarship on Rukeyser emphasizes her struggle to transcribe emotional reality
in response to historical events and demonstrates how her concern for social and political issues
influences her aesthetics. Julius Lobo, in “‘From the Book of the Dead’ to ‘Gauley Bridge’:
Muriel Rukeyser’s Documentary Poetics and Film at the Crossroads of the Popular Front”
dedicates a section of his article to exploring Rukeyser’s Popular Front politics and the
transatlantic dialogue between the American and Spanish working class that Rukeyser develops
in her poems. Employing Rukeyser’s Life of Poetry as a framework to read war poetry, Alice
Templeton, in “What’s the Use? Writing Poetry in War Time” observes that for Rukeyser,
“rather than retreating into wounded solitude or grieving the loss of individual autonomy, a poet
must engage these complicated intersections of self and community with as much consciousness
as possible” (51). Applying Rukeyser’s aesthetic philosophy to close readings of war poems,
Templeton unfolds a poetics of resistance “where poet and reader transform an imagination bent
and blunted by war into a source of useful, resistive energy” (58). Rowena Kennedy-Epstein
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proposes that Rukeyser wrote and rewrote her time in Catalonia because it was
“transformational” (“Her Symbol” 417). According to Kennedy-Epstein, “In poems, reportage,
memoir, essays, and fiction, and more often in experimental forms that combine these genres,
she reiterates, reimagines, and theorizes her experience as a witness to the first days of the war
and to her own moment of political, sexual, and poetic awakening” (417).
While it is clear that Rukeyser found her experience in Spain transformative, I do not
consider this reason sufficient explanation for what could be called a repetition compulsion of
writing the same story over and over, in a great return to the primary scene. Rukeyser’s
working-through of her five days in Spain, such a short chronological time but a principal event
in her formation of adulthood, unveils the ambivalent emotions embedded in her response to the
simultaneous eruption of total war and revolution. Kennedy-Epstein observes that Helen, the
autobiographical protagonist of the novel Savage Coast, has “a desire for a language to describe
and hold the complex meanings of events occurring around her” (SC xxii), a desire that manifests
in “Helen’s difficulty in speaking, her “‘stutter,’”… (xxii). This “stutter” that “mediates Helen’s
own sometimes romantic desire for action, against the actual and often brutal experience of the
Catalan people at war” (xxii) that Kennedy-Epstein mentions in Rukeyser’s Savage Coast—the
ambivalence of the “romantic desire for action” contrasted with “the often brutal experience of
the Catalan people at war”—is the precondition for, and simultaneous prosaic literalization of,
Rukeyser’s poem “Mediterranean.” A reading of Rukeyser’s writings on the topics of poetry
and war reveal the excitement of the revolution juxtaposed with Rukeyser’s own pacifist ideals
and horror of war that haunts the poem, and illustrates how war divorces poetry from the poem,
sending the poem into exile, causing, not Helen’s, but poetry’s stutter.
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In the article “Barcelona, 1936,” when reporting on the violence at the outbreak of the
war, Rukeyser uses prose: “Priests have been firing on the people, fascists have been hiding in
churches, and there are rumours: not a church left standing in Spain” (30). When transcribing
the horrors of war, Rukeyser records, in the factual detachment of passive voice: “The speed and
externality of every incident is unbelievable—the terror and habit of guns and warning and fear
descend on every system and are absorbed” (30). Here we can read the resonances of trauma in
the distortion of time (everything seems fast) and the “externality” of the event. Cathy Caruth
identifies what Rukeyser describes as “externality” as precisely the “enigmatic core” of traumatic
experience: “the delay or incompletion in knowing, or even in seeing, an overwhelming
occurrence that then remains, in its insistent return, absolutely true to the event” (5). This
incompletion in knowing strikes at the heart of the convergence between knowing and
experience; one of the defining factors of traumatic experience is that the person undergoing an
event feels dissociated from the experience at the time of the event, only to relive it, repeatedly,
at a later time. In discussing Dr. Dori Laub’s work, Caruth describes this as “the peculiarity of
an event whose force is marked by its lack of registration” (6). I would suggest that the passive
voice, the description of the “externality” and the fact that Rukeyser refers to her own emotional
state as a “system” is a level of detachment that signifies an inability to assimilate and fully
understand the violence in Spain. Though Rukeyser, to my knowledge, does not later display
traumatic neurosis, this language does indicate that her experiences in Spain were structured
along traumatic registers. Not all traumatic experiences develop into a full-blown pathological
disorder, but that does not mean that these experiences do not haunt, disturb, or permanently alter
those who undergo them.
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In “Barcelona, 1936,” Rukeyser breaks form and turns towards poetry as a recuperative
gesture, conveying the incredible circumstances that she experiences at the start of the Spanish
Civil War, while offsetting the tensions between destructive violence and regenerative
revolution. Although the entire article, like most Spanish Civil War news articles, reads more
literarily than journalistically (as might be appropriate for a literary publication such as Life and
Letters Today), it is the last page and a half that is striking in its poeticity. Rukeyser breaks out
into versification, essentially mid-paragraph, on the second to last page of the article. What
starts as prose while writing about the fascist priests and the Moncada countryside morphs into
poetry as she describes the interaction between Barcelona, the resistance to the fascist
insurrection, and the athletes who have arrived for the Olympics:
In the morning, longer lines of soldiers went–and the Olympiad people
and the sympathetic foreigners joined in a tremendous demonstration through the
Ramblas and the Plaza de Cataluña, marked by fighting.
And during the speeches,
During the words of the Italian, passing his hand slowly over his hair,
And flinging it far out as he claimed sympathy between his people and
The Catalonians,
The Vivas flew open, from the army, from the armoured cars… (31)
Note how Rukeyser moves from a literary, vivid prose to poetry after the word “fighting.” When
discussing the revolution and political speeches, Rukeyser employs a new literary technique,
shifting the dissociated, if elegant prose, into a symphony of prosaic-poetry. The movement
from poetic-prose when discussing the killings and violence of the war to a prosaic-poetry when
transcribing the revolutionary activity indicates that Rukeyser needs two voices, maybe two
perspectives, to understand the events in Spain and to convey the tone and emotional atmosphere
of the time. In “Barcelona, 1936,” the two faces of war cannot be easily reconciled.
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Responsibility!!!!
One particular moment surfaces again and again in Rukeyser’s writings: when Rukeyser
is given her “responsibility,” and told to tell the rest of the world what she witnesses in Spain.
Once in Barcelona, Rukeyser recounts in “We Came for Games: A Memoir of the People’s
Olympics, Barcelona, 1936,” which was originally published in Esquire in 1974, and has been
reprinted in the back of Savage Coast, “The city is under martial law. We are called to a meeting
of the Olympic people remaining, in a smaller square” (SC 294). Here, at this meeting, is one of
the moments that lives with her and appears in her work in many versions, where Martín, the
“organizer of the Games, has the last word… You will carry to your own countries… the story of
what you see now in Spain” (294). She is commanded to become the scribe, to record the event.
In a prose newspaper article published as “Death in Spain: Barcelona on the Barricades” in New
Masses Rukeyser recounts: “But at the second demonstration we were given our responsibility as
foreign nationals when Martín, the organizer of the games, said, ‘You came to see games, and
have remained to witness the triumph of our People’s Front. Now your task is clear; you will go
back to your countries and spread through the world the news of what you have seen in Spain’”
(11). However, it is noteworthy that when called to bear witness to the events in Spain, in the
article “Barcelona, 1936,” Rukeyser writes about that moment in poetic verse. In other words,
when assigned what would often be the task of the journalist, to document events and tell people
what she saw, disseminating the “news” of Spain throughout the world, in this version Rukeyser
responds as a poet. In “Barcelona, 1936,” Rukeyser’s prose form morphs into a prose-poem:
Now they must leave, they must go back to their own countries, but they
will carry to them...
(the tense sunlit square, Martín about to start for Saragossa, the
people shouting “Viva!” in the streets, the friends among workers,
the soldiers who stopped to talk to foreigners, the salutes, international and strong)
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They will carry to their own countries, some of them still oppressed and
Under fascism and military terror, to the working people of the world,
The story of what they see now in Spain. (33)
One can feel the incredible energy and excitement flowing from these lines, painting a vivid
picture of the politically radical, revolutionary side of war. Rukeyser is relieved to receive her
task because she has questioned her role in the revolution, as she questions her role as a foreign
national, feeling perpetually like an outsider: “They had seen how, as foreigners, we were
deprived: how we were kept from, and wanted, above all thing one: our responsibility” (LOP 3).
Full of poetic imagery, line breaks, and the interpolation of descriptive elements, these
lines above are repeated and redacted in Rukeyser’s poem “Mediterranean,” except here the task
of the journalist morphs into the task of the poet. The task of telling the story of Spain is
accompanied by “Exile”103 (“Mediterranean” 44) and assigned to the poet; in order for Rukeyser
to spread the word, she must go back to her country: “We watched the gangplank go/ cutting the
boat away, indicating: sea” (44). As her boat sails away from the Barcelona harbor, the poet of
“Mediterranean” wonders: “where’s its place now; where is poetry?” (46). A tacit answer to the
question arrives a few lines down: “the poem is/that week, the beginning, exile/ remembered in
continual poetry” (46). The poem is exile, remembered in continual poetry—this indicates a
splitting between the poem and “continual poetry” and speaks to the poem’s inherent

103

Nico Israel unpacks the “strange yet somehow familiar” relationship between exile and modernism and shows
how exile is an embedded theme within modernist discourses. As Israel observes, “Exile informs most of the
significant strands of modern and social and philosophical thought, from Marxian alienation to the Freudian
Unconscious, form the Frankfurt School’s damaged life to Heideggerian thrownness, from the Lacanian bar of
desire to Lévi-Strauss’s sad topics to Fanonian split consciousness—each of which involves a particular kind of
banishment or (drawing on exile’s etymology) “leaping out,” conceived spatially, temporally, or ideologically”
(361). Exploring this relationship within the context of Conrad, Israel formulates questions about the intersection of
exile and writing that overlap with Rukeyser’s poems. Israel’s interrogation of the “predicament of writing
displacement” which is “an acknowledgement of the displacement of and in writing itself” (363) gives us a way of
framing Rukeyser’s existential worry over the “place” of poetry and how the poem has been displaced from itself,
from its poetry, floating away, in exile.
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uncanniness, or homelessness;104 the poem becomes the object, the “fact” or instance (“that
week”), of documentation recalled in the abstraction of poetry, which is also its “beginning.”
The exile of the poem, written at the outbreak of the war, foreshadows the physical and very real
exile of hundreds of thousands of Spanish refugees, forcing the question of the “place” for
political refugees of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries into crisis.105

The!Task!of!the!Poet!and!Divine!Withdrawal!!!!!!
Both “Mediterranean” and Life of Poetry follow similar philosophical tracks as Philippe
Lacoue-Labarthe, writing more than a generation later in French. Rukeyser’s over-riding
concern in “Mediterranean” and Life of Poetry about the “place” for poetry amidst the “crisis of
the spirit,”—a crisis that follows the Second World War and the Spanish Civil War—resonates
with Lacoue-Labarthe’s writings on Paul Celan, the German Romantic poet Hölderlin, and the
philosopher Martin Heidegger in Poetry and Experience, where Lacoue-Labarthe asks in a world
after Auschwitz: “How does it happen that in poetry, out of poetry all is not lost, that a
possibility of articulating something still remains, if only in stuttering, if only in an
incomprehensible and incommunicable language, an idiolect or idom?” (23). If we stage an
encounter, a poetic encounter, if you will, between the thinker Lacoue-Labarthe and the poetphilosopher Muriel Rukeyser, a historical constellation opens where we can use Lacoue-

104

This estrangement points to the idea that language, as Israel has observed, is “inherently displaced, in that the
linguistic signifier is never exactly ‘at home’ with the signified” (365), a displacement, that, I will show, leads to
poetry’s stutter.
105
Describing the fate of the Spanish Republican and anti-fascist sympathizers under Franco’s rule, Paul Preston
writes: “More than half a million refugees were forced into exile and many were to die of disease in French
concentration camps. Several thousand were worked to death in Nazi camps” (SH xi).
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Labarthe’s critical interventions in Heidegger’s thought to hold open the possibility for Muriel
Rukeyser’s poetics of peace.
Poetry, for Rukeyser, is an infinitude that encapsulates many abstractions or ideas; it is a
process, a transfer of energy, a mode of becoming, a possibility. Poetry springs from a “need,”
“from the relationships without ourselves and among ourselves” (LOP 160) which “is reflecting
your lives” (32). Containing both “outrage and possibility” in “all the poems we know” (66)
“these conflicts are the old same war… and truth or reality, process or moment, gods or halfgods, are the terms for immortal necessities, which are not checks and balances, but phases, if
you will, of essence—all to be fought for, realized and sung” (67). That fighting, realizing,
singing, for Rukeyser, is poetry, a poetry which she cannot define exhaustively, but “gestures”
and “turns”:
I cannot say what poetry is; I know that our sufferings and our concentrated joy,
our states of plunging far and dark and turning to come back to the work—so the
moment of intense turnings seems still and universal—are all here, in a music like
the music of our time, like the hero and like the anonymous forgotten; and there is
an exchange here in which our lives are met, and created. (172)
This exchange, turning, plunging, darkness, heroism, and reference to gods and demigods echoes Hölderlin via Lacoue-Labarthe, where poetry takes the measure of man against the
divine, the finite against the infinite. Writing is a testament to the fragmentation and despair of
Hölderlin’s divine withdrawal, which can be imagined as the “retreat” of the gods, alienating
man from the divine, but preserving the possibility of infinitude: “Retreat is not death; it is, on
the contrary, what preserves the god and separates the human from the divine, what retraces the
limit of finitude” (PE 77). The poet becomes demi-god, the mediator between man and the
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divine. Infinitude (the divine) meets man’s finitude. Avital Ronell describes the Hölderlinian
divine as “ungraspable alterity” (“On the Misery” 18)—one might say a shadow—“of the
sacred” (18). The divine could be read as humanity’s alterity—the poet’s place is to introduce
finitude to infinity, or at the very least the idea of infinity. According to Heidegger, via LacoueLabarthe, “Projective saying is poetry: the fable of world and earth, the fable of the arena of their
strife and, thereby, of every site of the nearness and distance of the gods. Poetry is the fable of
the unconcealment of beings” (HPP 10). Poetry is the saying of being, the myth of the truth of
being. Poetry, then, runs the measure of the man against (or possibly alongside) the gods–poetry
marks the relationship between them, which is one of loss and abandonment. However,
“projective saying” is defined as “that in which the preparation of the sayable at the same time
brings the unsayable as such to the world” (10). Projective saying is both the saying and the
unsayable; the alterity of language is silence—or rather, that which cannot be articulated is
always-alongside or constitutive of that which can. The trace of the absence of the gods is
carried though the poem as both sayable and unsayable.
The poet “transmits” the divine to the people, in the veiled guise of language, which is to
say poetry. It is up to the poet, in Hölderlinian terms, to convey the divine to man because of the
gods’ withdrawal. The retreat, or “categorical turning away” (PE 77), is a result of the gods’
withdrawal from the world, emphasizing the tragedy of humanity’s finitude, or “plunge into
turmoil” (77). As the poem traces the nearness or distance of the divine to the earth, it also
mourns for the loss of the gods, and the tragedy of human existence, which ultimately must
always end in death.
It seems to be when we hasten that death, destroying ourselves and others, the truly tragic
occurs and we search for the gods that we have lost. That search, or recalling, is the poem: as
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Lacoue-Labarthe points out, the retreat of the gods allows writing’s possibility to begin,
exposing both the memory and the loss of a god. “The poem arrives in the prayer’s stead and in
its place; the poem as it is henceforth uttered by the ‘deposed’ or ‘fallen,’ the desublimed
…revealing precisely through this there ‘there is no longer a God’…” (PE 86). The poem is left
to reveal god’s absence. Perhaps this is the state of modernity, with perpetual tragedy casting
our finitude into full relief. In times of crisis, humanity looks to the sky for answers and calls out
to man’s alterity to make sense of Being itself. Rukeyser asks, “In time of the crises of the spirit
…where is there a place for poetry?” (LOP 159). In the retreat of the gods, we are left with a
language that is pure “wanting to say” (PE10). That wanting-to-say, the need to bear witness to
the event of divine withdrawal, is the poem.
It is from this wanting, the silence enshrouded behind it, the unsayable, the alterity of
language, the infinite, that the il faut springs. The silence behind the saying, the absence of the
real in the symbolic, the withdrawal of the gods (poetry) from the poem, will have always
already rendered the poem a little dumb, a little mute. It is from the silence of the tragic—the
war and the resultant loss of the gods—that Rukeyser speaks; from the il faut of bearing witness
she writes. When Rukeyser receives her task to bear witness to the war, she receives the call
from the poetic, which is to say from the imperative to write, shrouded in the voice of the “streetmeeting speaker” (“Mediterranean” 46) who gives her the injunction to write as her
“responsibility.” But, the bearing witness to a spiritual world structure when that spiritual world
structure is one of absence and abandonment will always result in a gesture towards the
possibility of recalling the divine, or a gesture towards witnessing a divine trace, instead of
measuring the distance between man and the divine, fracturing the poem from its task. I suppose
it is a matter of degree; there is no longer a direct relation between man, poet, and divine; instead
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the poet records shadows of traces, leaving a hollow resonance of a task yet to be completed.
Charged with her task, the poet will attempt to bear witness to an event because it is the task to
which she is obliged. In the attempted reconciliation between man and the divine, the poem may
fail, but it is a failure that is necessary.
Remembering back to the streets of Barcelona, where she has just departed, Rukeyser
recounts how she received her task, her ‘responsibility’:
Street-meeting speaker to us:
“…came for Games,
you stay for victory; foreign? your job is:
go tell your countries what you saw in Spain. (“Mediterranean” 46)
Thus the stranger calls the poem into being; addressing the poet as “foreign,” the poet’s outsider
status affords her a working visa. The poem’s intrinsic uncanniness allows it a press pass;
permitted to witness and charged with the task of disseminating the news of the war both marks
the poem’s distance from the event and distinguishes its authorial authority. This task greets the
poet with positive relief; homeless, adrift, the poet stands wondering where poetry’s place is
amidst what Rukeyser names “the crisis of the spirit” (LOP 1). This task marks Rukeyser’s
attempt to preserve the emotional integrity of what she experienced while eclipsing the violence
of the deaths that put the spirit in “crisis” and, in a poetic version of modernist tragedy, tear the
poem from its poetry. How does one witness events, convey the experience, tell their countries
what they saw in Spain, when what happened was on the outside of language, relegated to a
sensory experience of horror or ecstasy beyond comprehension? She says years later in “Poem”:
“In the day I would be reminded of those men and women/ Brave, setting up signals across vast
distance,/ Considering a nameless way of living, of almost unimagined values” (Selected Poems
131), illustrating that the Spanish Civil War does not translate easily into another time and place.
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It is the violence of war that for Rukeyser, in an ironic double-bind, alienates poetry from
us, and yet calls the poem into existence, marking its very necessity. We can see this in the
following quote, where Rukeyser declares the poem the “fact” directly after the car is captured,
the priest arrested, and the captain killed: “In those cliffs run the sashed and sandaled men,/
capture the car, arrest the priest, kill captain,/ fight our war./ The Poem is the fact, memory fails”
(“Mediterranean” 46). Here, we can see that the poem remains “the fact,” protection against a
failing memory. The facticity of the poem here pulls against Rukeyser’s proclamation that: “The
universe of poetry is the universe of emotional truth. ” (LOP 23), illustrating that this particular
poem, “Mediterranean,” is not tending to the work of poetry, but rather the work of recording.
The violence shuts down access to emotional truth, rendering the poem the “fact” and
simultaneously calls the poem into existence to bear witness to the event because “memory
fails.” It is a logical conundrum analogous to pacifism in a time of total war: total war renders
pacifism impossible, morally unsustainable, and yet total war ethically compels the necessity for
a pacifist mission. It is a paradox that haunts Rukeyser’s work throughout her career.
Spain may have been Rukeyser’s rite of passage into adulthood, where she experienced
her “awakening,” but her adult self was conceived in both the throes of violence and the
revolution for social and political justice. The tensions embedded in her identity formation are
clearly evident in her poem “To the Front” (1944) which relates her experience in Spain to the
Second World War. Upon the opening, Rukeyser makes the suffering of war clear while
offsetting it with the idealization of “truth,” held in abeyance by the poets and women: “Women
and poets see the truth arrive./ Then it is acted out,/ The lives are lost, and all the news boys
shout./ Horror of cities follows, and the maze/ Of compromise and grief.” (57) She continues
later in the poem with more tragic scenes: “Among all the waste there are the intense stories/
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And tellers of stories. One saw a peasant die./ One guarded a soldier through disease…” (64).
These scenes clearly evoke despair at the waste of human life and grief that war brings.
Despite the horrors and tragedy, Rukeyser’s conviction that she fights on the side of right,
that the poets must hold onto their beliefs, and that the world must win continues throughout the
poem: “…But our freedom lives/ To fight the war the world must win./ …Let all the living fight
in proof/ They start the world this war must win” (64). She finds sublime, beautiful, aesthetic,
and passionate moments in Spain: “Even during war, moments of delicate peace/ Arrive;
ceaseless the water ripples, love/ Speaks through the river in its human voices” (57). And
ultimately, Rukeyser tells us: “We loved each other, believed in the war” (60). These scenes
pull against her pacifist invocation above of how war degrades the poet’s truth. These lines
display a violence that Rukeyser feels is necessary in the context of Spain and World War II,
which are both fights against fascism. The necessity of the violence, however, does not make its
fact less shocking, even if there are sublime moments. In fact, it is precisely the heightened
awareness residually left from traumatic experience that may in fact make the sublime moments
so very sublime.

The!Exile!of!the!Poem!!
In Rukeyser’s “Mediterranean,” we see the inaccessibility of traumatic experience and
the necessity of poetry collide. It is truly modern, in both the Heideggerian and Hölderlinian
sense; Rukeyser potently feels the desertion of the divine, the withdrawal of the gods. Reginald
Gibbons identifies as, for Rukeyser, the “powerful enemies of poetry, and of fullness of life,
were death-dealing war in all its forms–military and commercial; international, civil, and
domestic; material and psychological–… ” (109). Below, we can see evidence of how war is a
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“powerful enemy of poetry;” the violence of war rends the poem from poetry; the acts of war
send the poem into exile. The poem, lost adrift the sea, is recalled in poetry:
They smashed only the image
madness and persecution.
Exterminating wish; they forced the door,
Lifted the rifle, broke the garden window,
removed only the drawings: cross and wrath.
Whenever we think of these, the poem is,
that week, the beginning, exile
remembered in continual poetry. (“Mediterranean” 46)
These images of violence, rioting, “smashing” and persecuting the religious iconography, sends
the poem into exile. In fact, it is not only the images, but also the remembrance of the images,
that exiles the poem, to be left as a trace in poetry. Rukeyser makes it apparent recalling the
violent moments, “Exterminating wish; they forced the door,/ lifted the rifle, broke the garden
window,/ removed only the drawings: cross and wrath,” that separates poetry from the poem.
“Whenever we think of these” says Rukeyser, referring to the above images, “the poem is/…
exile/ remembered in continual poetry.” The violence of war splits the poem from its poetry and
sends the poem into exile.
Here we can also see how through the poem’s exile, the poet becomes the recorder, or
documentarian, of history. Rukeyser’s “Mediterranean” speaks to the contradictions of war. The
truth-content conveyed throughout the potent images of “Mediterranean” carries with it the
categorical emotional impact of witnessing a tragedy, as the words “war” and “guns” are
repeated throughout the poem. However, the war images Rukeyser paints are also
circumstantially specific–the anti-fascist left contingencies saw the Church as a puppet for the
rebels. In alliance with Franco, because Franco would, under his reign, declare a Catholic Spain,
and entrenched in the monarchy that had been exiled, the Church was viewed as a threatening,
oppressive force at the service of a medieval, repressive Spain. To the defenders of the
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Republic, the Church became an enemy faction. The lines “Exterminating wish; they forced the
door,/ lifted the rifle, broke the garden window,/ removed only the drawings: cross and wrath”
are based on circumstances that Rukeyser witnessed in Moncada (“The boys would try to force
the doors, and after that failed, one might climb a garden-wall and go through a window... Door
after door is opened, the holy oleos removed, little plaster saints thrown on the street, a gun is
found, a fine piece in an expensive case, and is taken” (“Barcelona 1936” 30).) and also recall
images of church burnings and clerical executions committed by the left in the villages under
Republican Territory. These acts are in retaliation to the fascist atrocities that Rukeyser
describes in her article “Barcelona, 1936” of priests firing on the people. The fear and terror of
the people, coupled with the sheer violence and bloodiness of the rebellion, inspired its own
crimes; the reaction to years of oppression and the repression of the fascist forces was one of
great horror. These circumstances are, in Rukeyser’s words, “tragic.” She invokes the pain of
her witness: “I saw Europe break apart/ and artifice or martyr’s will/ cannot anneal this war,
nor make/ the loud triumphant future start/ shouting from its tragic heart” (“Mediterranean” 48,
emphasis Rukeyser’s).
Cast into its own uncanniness, Rukeyser’s poem marks a certain foreignness, the
strangeness of poetry, and the impossibility of a space, or home, for the poet or poetry. The
poem Greets us with a time and date,106 notating the exact temporal location of the piece whose
title gives us a geographic location, “Mediterranean.” Ronell, in “On the Misery of Theory
Without Poetry,” illustrates the importance of the poetic Greeting: “For the Greeting establishes
a relationality between texts and historicity; it has everything to do with the relation of history to
106

As Ronell says in “On the Misery of Theory without Poetry”: “Paul Celan has taught us what a date means, and
Derrida has shown us that a poem that marks its date cannot be absolutized: the dates gives ‘an idiom’ to be
commemorated in an untranslatable bur firm manner (see Shibboleth). The structure of a date as both singular and
repeatable casts it into self-estrangement” (18).
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the poetic act. The Greeting reflects the double movement in history that defines the conditions
of historical existence” (18). Established in the passage below is a relational connection between
history and the poem. History infuses the poetic act, as the poem makes history—the approach
and withdrawal of thinker to the poem carries with it a trace of the past and a foreshadowing of
the future. Immediately history is at play in the Greeting of “Mediterranean”:
At the end of July, exile. We watched the gangplank go
cutting the boat away, indicating: sea.
Barcelona, the sun, the fire-bright harbor, war.
Five days. (44)
July, in Barcelona, marks the beginning of the Spanish Civil War. Cast into “exile,” the poem
immediately Greets the reader and withdraws from any poetic encounter, which thus constitutes
the experience of the encounter: the poem sails away from its readers, waving from the deck, as
we approach the harbor. This Greeting casts poetry’s strangeness into relief; poetry takes the
place as an alien, or refugee, of modernity: “Poetry is foreign to us, we do not let it enter our
daily lives” (LOP 9). And yet, poetry is where we turn for answers, when tragedy strikes, after
crisis. Or rather, in the midst of crises, from the silence of experience, leaps the il faut: the
necessity to write undercut by its implicit failure.
“Mediterranean” is a poem about the withdrawal of the poem from its poetry and its
inability to return home, or find a port at which to dock. Cast out to sea, Rukeyser anxiously
asks in “Mediterranean”: “The printer said, In Paris there is time,/but where’s its place now;
where is poetry?” (46). If we postulate that “Poetry is the fable of the unconcealment of beings”
(HPP 10) that measures the “nearness or distance of the gods” (10), then the poem, to a certain
degree, ought to transpose that measure. It marks our relation to the divine.
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But in “Mediterranean,” man’s relation to the divine visits us in a form of non-relation;
the poem marks the gods’, and poetry’s absence, or unattainability. Even if, to go back to
Hölderlin’s schema, poetry measures the absence of the gods from man, in the presence of
absence there is still a trace of the divine.107 But when poetry is drawn from the poem, the poem
is left as an empty shell, merely gesturing toward the trace of the divine, instead of marking the
relation between the gods and man. It is war that separates poetry from the poem; it is the
turmoil of earth, to put it in Hölderlinian terms, that would desacralize the divine, that makes it
impossible for a god to return, and causes poetry’s stutter. Possibly this is Hölderlin’s (via
Lacoue-Labarthe) ultimatum; the “categorical turning away of the god from man, must also be
followed by man, that it is necessary for man to turn away as well” (HPP 39). In the time of
crisis, we look to the sky and realize the gods have abandoned us. We, in turn, turn our back on
the gods, perpetually living “after tragedy.”108
The loss of the infinite, the loss of the sacred, the turn to a culturally self-imposed
repeated tragedy, is also the failure of Poetry. Rukeyser says, “There has been a failure between
poetry and its people… It is not alone that we have failed poetry. Poetry has failed us too. It has
not been good enough” (LOP 23). As Poetry sails away, as it recalls the war, as it witnesses the
images of brutal violence, as it writes from a place that cannot say and yet is “pure wanting-tosay,” the poem is torn from poetry and cast into exile. The images of war tear the poem from
poetry so the poem is in estrangement from itself. It is the difference, or différance, of the
double bind of the il faut—the necessity of the poem and its failing. The poem is remembered in
107

Heidegger says, via Lacoue-Labarthe: “The default of God and the divinities is absence. But absence is not
nothing; rather, it is precisely the presence …” (PE 107).
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Jean-Luc Nancy, in his keynote address “After Tragedy”, given at the NYU Lacoue-Labarthe memorial
conference “Catastrophe and Caesura: Lacoue-Labarthe Today”, discusses what it means to live perpetually in the
wake of tragedy. Nancy points out how our being, and our thought, as Western citizens, are defined by an ‘after’
that never occurs. Ultimately, what it means to live in a continual recovery and expectation of tragedy, or in a
continual recovery amidst another tragedy, is that society is trapped in a cycle of non-mourning or perpetual
mourning.
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“continual poetry”—unveiling a caesura, or syncope between poetry and the poem. As the poem
recalls the loss of gods, as it marks the withdrawal of the divine, it is what is left as a remainder
of poetry on this earth. Poetry will remember the poem, and the poem, in turn, will mark
poetry’s absence, holding a place for the poetry that has retreated along with the gods. This is
poetry’s stutter. Lacoue-Labarthe says, “the age belongs to stammering, to stuttering. Or rather,
stuttering is the only “language” of the age. The end of meaning – hiccupping, halting” (PE 18).

The!Promise!of!Poetry!
The stutter, though, may be one of our greatest strengths, for it allows for the possibility
for a multiplicity of meanings. This stutter might be what allows us to record an experience, to
speak to a historical moment, granting language a chance to operate with ambiguity, creating not
one meaning, but many. According to Rukeyser: “We have, in the opening of such a time, a
sense of an age disclosing undefined possibilities, new meanings for multiplicity, and new
meanings for unity. This age contains the promise of poetry among its great promises” (LOP
25). Poetry’s trace, marked by the presence of its absence within the exiled poem, opens a space
between language and experience; it carries with it the remembrance of the divine, the possibility
of infinity, and allows for the saying, replete with the unsayable, to resonate within us.
The poet receives her task, which is thus “the precondition of the poem (its condition of
possibility)... each time singular… which is to say… that to which the poem, in each case, bears
witness” (HPP 71). According to Lacoue-Labarthe’s reconstruction of Benjamin’s argument,
the poem bears witness to its own possibility, which is its task. This task, ultimately, is “always
a testimony of truth or, to the extent that it is singular and always singular the attestation of a
truth” (71). Another way to say this would be that the possibility of poetry’s testimony is in the
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dictamen, or truth-content. But, as we have seen previously, that truth content pulls against itself
when the mythic meets the historical. The dictamen, according to Benjamin according to
Lacoue, is the figure of the poem, “the figure is for each poem the mode of presentation and of
articulation of its inner form or of its content” (72). For, as the figure presents itself and its
content, and that content is truth (or a truth), “the poem is at bottom a gesture of existence” (74).
In gesturing toward the possibility of a trace of the divine (or in gesturing toward the
demarcation of the withdrawal of the gods), “Mediterranean” double-gestures towards existence
itself: that is, a kind of Being that is witness to the retreat of the sacred, a kind of Being that is
always testifying to “after tragedy.” Which may be why:
The dictamen appears in its truth… only after the mythological has collapsed: at
the precise point of its failure… The deposition of the mythological is a deliberate
gesture: it moves in the direction of objectivity and the concrete, which is to say
that… it moves toward a sort of literalization, a prosaism, a phrasing removed
from the register of eloquence and classical pathos. (76)
As the dictamen moves through the poem, it does so at the point of myth’s failure, which is to
say, at the failure of the poetic, a failure of the truth of its telling. The truth then tends towards a
“literalization,” or a “prosaism;” when the gods have abandoned the earth, the language left to us
is prose.
Which is why as “poetry fails” (LOP 28), the poem becomes history, or rather, it is left to
the poet to record the event. The poet must record the event because, as “Mediterranean” tells
us, in its literalization: “the poem is the fact, memory fails;” the poem is what is left to remind us
of the word’s literalization, of poetry’s movement towards a gesture at truth. Which may be
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precisely why Lacoue-Labarthe says, “The courage of poetry is prose. Which of course does not
exclude versification” (HPP 79).
“Mediterranean” attempts to testify to the events of war because it is called to do so.
However, in “To the Front” the courage of poetry manifests in the possibility of future peace:
“You fight; and we must go in poetry and hope/ Moving into the future that no one can escape./
Peace will in time arrive, but war defined our years” (61). While the poem testifies to the events
of war, poetry’s task is to maintain belief in peace, in the possibility of a future without war.
Juxtaposed with the fighting “you,” the “we” must join together “in poetry and hope,” clearly
associating poetry with the hope of the “future.” This future is the peace that “will in time
arrive.” This belief, the belief of hope and poetry, the belief that peace will someday come, is
the promise of poetry. This possibility is carried into the future by the poet in “Poem”: “Slowly I
would get to pen and paper,/ Make my poems for others unseen and unborn”109 (Selected Poem
130). The poem, in housing the shadows of traces of poetry, in holding space for poetry to
someday return, preserves the ideal of peace for the generations yet to come. This is poetry’s
promise, that peace will someday be possible, through activity and a new beginning.
As Templeton points out, Rukeyser’s definition of peace is not solely a negative space, an
opposition to war, “but creation in that ‘burning central life’ (1996 214)” (58).

It is through

the poem invoking poetry that we can oppose war, in creating new meanings, in forging new
connections. The poem, holding space for poetry, offers a seed of reconstruction. Rukeyser
writes: “We must be able to turn a time of war into a time of building” (LOP 213). For
Rukeyser, the poem is that process of building, of creation, of arrangement of ideas and
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This is what Michael True calls the “gift”: “The generous impulse to make a poem is life-giving for the person
offering the gift, as well as for the one receiving it. And in the act of writing, changes take place that ultimately
move the speaker toward a new insight” (96).
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concepts. Building a new future after war requires activity, not just passive resistance: “To be
against war is not enough, it is hardly a beginning… We are against war and the sources of war.
We are for poetry and the sources of poetry. They are everyday, these sources, as the sources of
peace are everyday, infinite and commonplace as a look, as each new sun” (213). Poetry is the
place of possibility, turning, moving, dynamic music that keeps the song of peace alive. This
song is always already the possibility to begin anew, to make a different choice, to create a
tomorrow that can invite the infinite, the gods, peace onto earth. The poem invites the hope of
poetry, that peace may someday inhabit the world.
In closing her philosophical meditation Life of Poetry under the subheading Poetry and
Peace, Rukeyser writes,
“As we live our truths, we will communicate across all barriers, speaking for the
sources of peace. Peace that is not lack of war, but fierce and positive.
We hear the saints saying: Our brother the world. We hear the revolutionary:
Dare we win?
All the poems of our lives are not yet made.
We hear them crying to us, the wounds, the young and the unborn – we will
define that peace, we will live to fight its birth, to build these meanings, to sing these
songs.
Until the peace makes its people, its forests, and its living cities; in that burning
central life, and wherever we live, there is the place for poetry.
And then we will create another peace” (LOP 214).
These lines demonstrate poetry’s possibility and its promise. Poetry holds space for peace, “until
peace makes its people.” Poetry is the place in which the past becomes the future, where the
possibility for the revolutionary to win exists, where a “fierce and positive” peace is formed.
Poetry is a “source” for peace. Rukeyser’s revolutionary pacifism frames the revolution as the
road to peace, and the poem as clearing way for that road, holding the space for the possibility of
poetry to inhabit the earth, to return to the world, bringing with it an exchange and creation of a
new tomorrow. When war, the turmoil of the earth, causes the retreat of the gods, when war
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separates the poem from poetry and casts the poem into exile, it causes a stammer, a stutter of the
age that constitutes the gap, caesura, syncope from which the hope of poetry is forged, echoed in
the trace in the poem. Like the revolution, the poem contains hope for a new beginning. Like
the revolution, the poem will be haunted by its shadow, all the ways its embodied form fails its
perfect ideal, renewing its own necessity, demarcating is own promises and failures. The poem,
in testifying to the events of war, in invoking the presence of the gods who have retreated and are
now only present in their absence, shelters the promise of poetry, the hope of poetry, the future
for poetry’s reconciliation to the poem, and keeps the promise of peace alive.
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Chapter Four

The Pathos of the Witness: The Absent Photographs of Three
Guineas and Louis Delaprée’s Martyrdom of Madrid

The Spanish Civil War marks a turning point in pacifism, modernism and, indeed,
modernity. The employment of total war—where civilians become military targets–during the
Spanish Civil War presented pacifist thought with an ethical dilemma discussed in the previous
chapter: the paradox that total war insists upon a thinking of peace and absolutist pacifist
response, but also requires intervention, often in the form of military.110 The concept of total war
calls forth the ethical injunction of an absolutist pacifism, and compels the necessity for it. Total
war demands that in Virginia Woolf’s words, we (as members of a global culture) “think peace
into existence,” by maintaining the possibility for it. And yet, an absolutist pacifism in the face
of total war violates some very basic principles of good and evil. We believe that there is a
divide between the family and the state, and that this divide delineates a private space, where
non-military citizens, considered ‘innocents,’ often depicted as women and children, ought to be
110

I encountered Sarah Cole’s In the Violet Hour, an exploration of the way in which modernist texts are
enmeshed in and forged from violence, only after having almost entirely finished the manuscript for Modernism’s
Impossible Witness. I was pleased to discover a shared critical studies methodology. Though Cole reads Woolf as a
“great theorist of literary violence” (200), and I feature Woolf as a theorist of peace, due to our similar methodology
and mutual period of study, our arguments intersect at various points. Cole presents a similar sounding, and yet
emphatically different paradox that total war during the Spanish Civil War introduces: “where wars are fought to
end wars, and only violence can be the route to peace” (201). She reiterates this paradox later as “war could—
indeed was needed—to make peace: war to end wars” (255). Whereas I do address this paradox by introducing the
arguments of radical figures such as Julian Bell, this formulation emphasizes violence as the route to peace. It is on
a different logical tract that I explore the ethical quandary of total war: that it both calls for intervention (often
military) and an absolutist pacifism. The quandary of total war explored here exhibits how the advent of war puts
out an ethical call, marking or demanding an ontological imperative for those who think peace, creating and holding
philosophical space for an absolutist pacifist stance. Cole’s formulation reiterates the structures of violence, thus
foreclosing a viable pacifism, whereas my question actively pursues the search for an opening of a third space. The
paradox I engage is also reiterated throughout this project as a question: how does one ethically respond to the
advent of total war? Or, to put it another way, what is an ethical response to total war?
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safe. This divide is sacrosanct in a war-making culture, where volunteers or paid soldiers accept
the burden, or accept their role as chosen sacrificial objects, in dying and killing for their
country. The notion of total war itself transgresses the boundaries among public and private,
civilian and military, inside and outside, and safety and danger zone.111 It forces the home into
the political arena, and as the photographs of Robert Capa, Gerda Taro, and David Seymour
(known as Chim) expose, total war literally explodes the divide between the private, domestic
realm and public, street life. A resolute pacifism can permit, or worse authorize, the suffering
and attempted eradication of civilians. On the eve of a rising fascism, the coup d’état that
initiated the bloody and violent response of total war in Spain delineated not just a technologized
type of warfare that had the power to eliminate populations en masse in its nascent inceptions, it
foreshadowed the fate of civilian Europe in the ten years to come, and presented situations that
were incomprehensible to many in Europe.
Total war in the twentieth century is a problem of imagination in addition to being a
problem of ethics. The ethical reflex, stirred in the one who bears witness to the catastrophic—
whether that bearing witness is in the form of an up-close, eye-witness testimony or as a partisan
on the sidelines reading the daily paper in one’s home—either to intervene with military force or
to cry out for peace, is inspired largely by the images and accounts circulated in the daily news
and propaganda mailers. The photojournalism and reports coming from Spain not only allowed
readers and viewers to keep abreast of current events; they confronted the international populous
with experiences that most people in the 1930’s had maybe imagined, but had never seen
manifested. The increase in technology, and the increase in aerial bombardment, along with the
mercenary development in the philosophies of total war encouraged by Francisco Franco, created
111

Jessica Berman identifies total war as “where commonplace distinctions between the home font and battlefront
disintegrate and where the patterns of everyday life in the besieged areas become completely disrupted” (MC 187).
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a set of conditions that before 1936 had no empirical frames of reference. When aerial
bombardment against civilians became a viable method of warfare in 1936 an 1937, those both
inside and outside of Spain had no personal experience to which they could relate the events they
were witnessing.112 This is the very definition of trauma: that trauma cannot be assimilated, that
there is no frame of reference to prior experience that can prepare one for the event, and that it
evades or defies understanding.
As discussed in the previous two chapters, the overwhelming nature of the event of total
war rendered standard news reporting techniques inadequate to convey the experiences that the
reporters underwent in Spain. The result was a hybrid-genre of journalism that pivoted towards
experimental literature that situated the reporter within the frame of the event. 113 This chapter
extends upon this argument, revealing the relationship between total war, images, imagination,
and pacifist ethics, and discusses the way in which transmissions occur between the news media
and modernist literature. Here, I will explore the way in which French journalist Louis
Delaprée’s collected dispatches circulated Europe and provided artists and writers outside of
Spain with a vivid account of total war. Louis Delaprée, a minor celebrity of his time, shaped
the perception of total war that both Virginia Woolf and Pablo Picasso, in their respective
112

As Susan Sontag and Caroline Brothers both explain, the Spanish Civil War was the first war to be
documented from the front lines. It was also the first wide-scale, fully technologized, reported total war. Though
Europe bombed its colonies in the 1920’s and 30’s, those bombings received little attention from the press (Cole
209). Cole shows the way in which airplanes throughout the 1920’s and 30’s captured people’s imaginations, and
the possibility of aerial bombardment haunted the collective conscious throughout the 30’s (208-209); however, I
would like to point out that those fears had no, or very few, actual images behind them. As we have seen with the
journalists, a hybrid modernist generic blending of journalism and literature had to be invented to contend with the
mass slaughter of civilians that occurred throughout Spain. Cole says, “Above all, however, it was the Spanish Civil
War that brought the idea of aerial destruction to the absolute center of European consciousness, and helped to
define the period’s aesthetic responses to mass violence” (210).
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It should be noted that Delaprée’s dispatches, sent to a French paper, are not within the Anglo-American
tradition of reporting previously discussed in chapter two, but are written in the French tradition of reportage.
Though France was undergoing a transition to more objective, standardized journalistic conventions, literary
reporting had a strong history in France. See Form and Style in Journalism, for further discussion of the distinctions
between, and trends within, Anglo-American and European journalism. Also see Deacon, pg. 46. As I demonstrate
throughout this and the next chapter, however, Delaprée’s journalistic fusions employ specifically modernist literary
devises, poetically rendering the fragmentation, disorientation, and despair that he feels in the wake of total war.
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Spanish Civil War works, put forth. Delaprée’s pamphlet The Martyrdom of Madrid was pasted
in Virginia Woolf’s reading notebooks,114 as his dispatches were featured on the front cover of
Picasso’s favorite newspaper, L’Humanitie.115 I establish, in my analysis of Delaprée, that his
correspondence takes on an artistic component, creating an aesthetic experience in its reading
akin to the experimental modernists. As such, his images fill in the gaps that the absent
photographs of the Spanish Civil War that Virginia Woolf references, but will not publish, that
Three Guineas creates. This chapter establishes a foundation for the following chapter by
providing background information on both Delaprée and Woolf that will allow me to eventually
discuss the ways in which Delaprée, Woolf, and Pablo Picasso all use the image of the Weeping
Woman, a classical ‘stock character’ of war, as a strong condemnation of war.
Though French journalist Louis Delaprée became a martyr celebrity sensation during the
year of 1937, and though bits and pieces of his story filters through the Woolf criticism and he is
mentioned in Paul Preston’s and David Deacon’s surveys of journalism from the Civil War,
Delaprée’s works have largely been relegated to peripheral remarks by scholars. Martin
Minchom has recently undertaken what is, from what I can tell, the first extensive study of
Delaprée in English, which puts Delaprée in direct conversation with Picasso and establishes that
Picasso must have read Delaprée’s dispatches. Though Minchom provides a concrete basis for
putting Delaprée and Picasso in conversation, more work is left to be done on close reading
Delaprée’s articles as literary pieces in and of themselves and in conversation with Woolf. Gayle
Rogers begins this work in Modernism and the New Spain. This chapter, which features an indepth analysis of Delaprée’s pamphlet The Martyrdom of Madrid, initiates the task of thinking
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Three Guineas reading notebooks viewed at University of Sussex Special Collections Monk’s House Papers,
reference number B.16.F—3 volumes of press cuttings, manuscript and typed extracts related to Three Guineas.
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See Martin Minchom’s article series published in The Abraham Lincoln Brigade Association’s The Volunteer.
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through some of the philosophical issues Delaprée presents to his readers about the ethics of
journalism in the time of war and problems of the representation of experience. This chapter
contains three parts. First, I will discuss the development of total war in Spain, providing
historical background and context for what Delaprée is confronted with when he reaches the
front lines of Madrid. Second, I examine Delaprée’s correspondence in the context of his death
and critical reception. Thirdly, I explore Virginia Woolf’s omission of photographic images in
Three Guineas, arguing that the verbal images that Louis Delaprée provides haunt the text.
Woolf’s omission of the photos, I argue, is a part of her pacifist program in response to the total
war that Delaprée describes and is a political maneuver that juxtaposes other popular pictures of
the time with verbal snapshots informed by the Martyrdom of Madrid.

Total!War!in!Spain,!“A!Challenge!to!Pacifism”116!
Everybody knows how that war ended. What choices led to victory, reckoning of
victory in the field with the armed men in their sandals and sashes running blind through
the groves; what defeats, with cities bombed, burning, the plane falling through the air,
surrounded by guns; what entries, drummed or dumb, at night or with the hungry rank of
the invaded watching from the curbs; what changes in the map, colored line falling
behind colored line, what threat of further wars hanging over the continents, floating like
a city made of planes, a high ominous modern shape in the sky.
- The Savage Coast, Muriel Rukeyser
The Spanish Civil War was a war waged against civilians. It was a total war—the first
full-blown, wide-scale, technologized European total war. Total war tactics had been used in
World War I and in Africa, but the Spanish Civil War was the first European war of modernity
that attempted to systematically eradicate the traces of “difference” or “otherness” within a
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civilian population, 117 thus forewarning civilian treatment during World War II, and marking its
profoundly disturbing trajectory as contextual within a larger European historical moment. It
was also the first war that had the technology and military resources to wipe out entire
demographics and geographical regions.
The employment of total war was an engagement with modernity in general, and in many
cases with modernism as an artistic movement and an aesthetic, in particular. Central to this
engagement is the added element of aerial bombardment to total war tactics, as the section upon
Delaprée will discuss, and as the bombing of Guernica illustrates. Ian Patterson describes:
“Bombing comes from above; there is no arguing with it; it is no respecter of persons; it destroys
individuality; it is fatal, destructive, unemotional and inexorable. As such, it intensifies our
sense of the contingency of things and the irrationality of death” (70). As this chapter will
explore, modernism’s artistic replication and reproduction of total war in Spain set the terms for
how people understood and experienced total war outside of Spain, often in simulacra, and
contributed to a culture that both on the one hand yearned for action, or involvement of some
kind, and on the other protested the spilling of blood.
Current scholarship is attempting to come to terms with the traumatic resonances of the
employment of total war in Spain, an execution of violence against civilians that extended well
into the years of the Franco dictatorship. Post-war Spain came under heavy censorship and
repression of memory, discussed in chapter two, that prevented mourning or grief of the
Republican soldiers, silenced any anti-Francoist accounts concerning the war, and terrorised
Spain for another thirty-six years.118 As critics have noted, in trying to understand or come to
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See Helen Graham’s The Long War and Its Shadow, Introduction.
Julián Casanova explains: “The new order, founded on the ruins of Republicanism, would completely
eliminate all signs of the society that came before it” (“The Faces of Terror” 90).
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grips with total war tactics in Spain, it becomes apparent that the violence that ensued was
constituted upon a rhetoric of cleansing, purifying, purging, and eliminating the other, or enemy.
Preston argues in The Spanish Holocaust, the “Spaniards used an anti-Semitic rhetoric and
frequently claimed that they had to be exterminated because they were the instruments of a
‘Jewish-Bolshevik-Masonic’ conspiracy” (SH xi). Spain’s tactics of total war are profoundly
distressing in the violence they exacted, but also in the way that this violence sought to eradicate
anyone thought to be a threat. Helen Graham places the Spanish Civil War in a European
context, reading Spain as “prefiguring,” and a part of, a “world of social fears that Hitler’s war of
territorial expansion was unleashed. It thus equipped myriad European civil wars that were
already primed. In villages and town across the continent, ‘irregular wars’ of many kinds
erupted, waged in the name of different possible futures, upon the uncertain terrain opened up in
the wake of the Great War” (TWAIS 18). In the emphasis on purifying and cleansing, on the
attempted extermination of the “other,” Spain “is thus doubly emblematic of a larger European
story, in prefiguring many other latent civil wars across the continent” (1).
The military coup of July 17-18, 1936 unleashed a string of violence throughout Spain
where atrocities were committed on both sides. What was intended by a small group of generals
to be a quick coup d’état turned into a civil war that lasted from 1936-1939 in which 200,000
men died at battle fronts (SH xi). However, the number of soldier deaths does not come close to
accounting for the extent of the damage and loss of life that tore Spain apart. Preston, with the
caveat that these numbers are very hard to verify and change as new evidence is discovered,
figures that “200,000 men and women were murdered extra-judicially or executed after flimsy
legal process” (SH xi). After the fascists won the war, “at the end of March 1939, approximately
20,000 Republicans were executed. Many more died of disease and malnutrition in
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overcrowded, unhygienic prisons and concentration camps. Others died in the slave-labour
conditions of work battalions. More than half a million refugees were forced into exile and
many were to die of disease in French concentration camps” (xi).
Though atrocities were committed on both sides, there were substantial differences
between Francoist, rebel violence and Republican, or “Red” retribution. To state it simply, the
fascists used total war tactics systematically, as a weapon of war, openly sanctioned by the
commanders of the “state” it was trying to create. Military leaders from all the way up the ladder
of hierarchy encouraged mass slaughter as a mode of establishing a government through terror,
whereas violence behind the Republican lines was an emotional, defensive reaction to years of
oppression, mistreatment, coercion, and wrongdoing harkening back to the pre-war era. Preston
explains:
The repression carried out by the military rebels was a carefully planned operation
to eliminate, in the words of the director of the coup, Emilio Mola, ‘without
scruple or hesitation those who do not think as we do… It is difficult to see how
the violence in the Republican zone could have happened without the military
coup which effectively removed all of the restrains of civilized society. The
collapse of the structures of law and order as a result of the coup thus permitted
both an explosion of blind millenarian revenge (the built-in resentment of
centuries of oppression) and the irresponsible criminality of those let out of jail or
of those individuals never previously daring to give free rein to their instincts (SH
xiii).
The Francoist regime, in other words, employed all the tactics of horror and violence that they
had in Africa against the colonies, destroying any possibility of dissent. Graham argues that the
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fascists felt as though they were on a “crusade” (TWAIS 32) to reinstall Catholic values in, what
had to them become, a corrupted anti-nation of otherness:
But their [rebels] ideas were already strongly inflected too by social Darwinist
imperatives in which the metropolis had become the object to be purified and
redeemed from the “alien” values of urban and cosmopolitan culture. When the
Africanista army landed in late July in mainland Spain, this then was the project:
the ‘reconquest’ of the metropolis. And indeed the supervening civil war would
be fought by Franco and many of his fellow Army of Africa officers as if it were a
colonial war. (32)
In addition to mass executions, Franco’s forces used rape as a weapon of war, sanctioning the
brutalization and humiliation of women as a tool to be used in the “purifying” process. Preston
describes in vivid detail instances where women were locked in spaces with forty soldiers,
expected not to live for more than four hours (SH 333-334). Women had their heads shaved,
were paraded around town, and forced to drink castor oil, which made them soil themselves,
(xix) publically humiliating them, and adding an extra component to the backlash against
women’s rights the misogynist rebels promoted.
I will not cite numerous narratives and personal historical examples of the ways in which
total war was employed in Spain and the ways in which it affected citizens’ lives, but a few
prominent examples in addition to the fascist bombing of Guernica (which was detailed in
chapter two) stand out as emblematic of the trauma which divided Spain further: the fascist
bombings of Madrid, the ‘Column of Death’ that Franco’s forces wrought on their march into
Madrid, and the violence against the clergy in Republican territory. The bombings of Madrid,
which were a sustained aerial attacks lasting throughout the war, will be addressed later in
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relation to Louis Delaprée’s Martyrdom of Madrid and “Bombs over Madrid.” The other
examples I will briefly outline here, to provide context for the employment of total war behind
both sides of the lines.
Preston’s account of “The Column of Death’s March on Madrid” in his book The Spanish
Holocaust demonstrates the ruthlessness and devastation with which three columns of Franco’s
army eviscerated the countryside surrounding Madrid. It also demonstrates the unevenness with
which violence during the Spanish Civil War was committed. Preston cites numerous examples
of individuals who prevented violent backlash against people with right-wing loyalties at the
outbreak of the war, while those towns were in Republican territory. Great pains were taken by
the Popular Front to control the backlash that the coup unleashed, and many towns had no
retaliatory violence at all. However, “No such restraint was imposed upon the rebel columns…
In addition to raping and looting, the men of the columns of Asensio, Castejón and Tella
annihilated real or supposed Popular Front sympathizers that they found, leaving a trail of bloody
slaughter as they went” (SH 304). He explains:
The use of terror was neither spontaneous nor an inadvertent side-effect. The
Legion as well as the Regulares mutilated causalities, cutting off ears, noses,
sexual organs and even heads. Such practices, along with the massacres of
prisoners and the systematic rape of working-class women, were permitted by the
rebel officers in Spain as they had been in Morocco by Franco and others... (313)
Preston’s chapter traces the movements of the troops, following them from town to town and
documenting their crimes. It becomes apparent, as he iterates, that the violence against the
Republicans was an attempt to eradicate any hint of “otherness” or “difference” within Spain,
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and that Franco’s mission was to “purge” Spain of “undesirables” by instituting a system of
terror.
The violence behind Republican lines, on the other hand, was largely not sanctioned by
the Republic, and can be linked to the pre-war conditions of the proletariat, who suffered great
oppressions. Graham ascertains that: “The acts of violence/extrajudicial murder in Republican
territory—whether targeted at clerical personnel or other secular/lay victims—were intended to
exorcize fear and destroy the structures of power which had generated it. Violence here was then
something being projected back by those who had long suffered it” (TWAIS 43). As this quote
makes apparent, this projection included the clergy. Seen as a threatening, old institutional
power that supported the structures of oppression and denied workers’ or peasants’ rights, the
coup unleashed all the anger and terror of the church and “indicates a driving desire to eradicate
the influence of the Church” (40). According to Graham, “nearly 7,000 priests and other male
religious personnel” were “targeted for killing” (37), some of the male priests sexually
humiliated first. There is no evidence, according to Graham, that nuns were sexually assaulted;
seen as in need of “liberation” the Republican perpetrators would often simply “set them free”
(43).
It is these very total war tactics that complicate notions of pacifism from the First World
War, insisting upon a much different kind of pacifism, and creates a climate in which news
writers adopt the protocol of including themselves in the frame of the event for a much deeper,
more intimate, and more personal account of the war. The event, in the case of many authors
such as Muriel Rukeyser, Ernest Hemingway, Langston Hughes, and George Orwell, structures
the way in which the eyewitness account is related. The incomprehensible nature of the
experience of total war calls for different responses from different people; some feel as though
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they must fight to protect the civilian populations being attacked, some feel the ethical necessity
of an absolutist pacifist stance. The content of catastrophe breaks open the impersonal, impartial
journalistic forms, and in its wake insist upon narrative tellings.

Louis!Delaprée,!Total!War,!and!a!Catalogue!of!Images!!!!!!!!!!
French journalist Louis Delaprée, correspondent for Paris-Soir, died trying to
disseminate the news of the total war tactics being employed in Madrid. Delaprée’s war
reporting, his publication history, the ways in which his writings elicited responses from
modernist icons, and his current critical reception, raise questions about what it means to record
or report an event, inspires discussion of the intersections and divergences between modernism
and propaganda, particularly in the news media, and address larger phenomenological questions
about the patterning of experience and what it means to undergo an event. Delaprée’s writings,
and the connection that Martin Minchom has recently drawn between Delaprée and Picasso,
reveal the way in which news images echo throughout modernism and demonstrate the way
modernists attempt to work through the complicated ethical issues introduced by the written and
photographic, and sometimes quite artistic, rendering of the Spanish Civil War in the daily news.
Delaprée is one of the many tragic stories of Spain. He died on December 11, 1936, from
injuries sustained when his plane from Spain to France was gunned down on December 8, 1936.
Headed from Spain to France to “protest about the pro-Franco activities of the French consulate”
(WSSD 37), Delaprée was furious with his newspaper Paris-Soir for not printing his full
dispatches. Both Delaprée’s life and death in Spain were full of contradictions and ironies.
Accused by those in Madrid of being a fascist supporter, his newspaper saw his writing as having
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radicalized too far to the left. Modified in his living career, his censored material was collected,
translated, and disseminated amongst France and England as political pamphlets posthumously,
and yet that material, though claiming full disclosure, was edited for popular appeal. As
Minchom expounds upon in detail, an air of mystery and suspicion accompanied Delaprée’s
death, and this suspicion has followed Delaprée throughout his own martyrdom. Falling on the
side of propagandist in the blurry lines between committed writing and literature for Jessica
Berman, David Deacon casts a gentler judgment, rendering Delaprée a “partisan,” whereas
Preston maintains that he was “personally not a Communist and was actually a lukewarm
Catholic” (WSSD 37).
Having landed in fascist Burgos via chartered plane alongside Sefton Delmer of the Daily
Express and Hubert Knickerbocker of Hearst, Deacon maintains that they touched down
“without even knowing who controlled the city” (23). This vignette spun about Delaprée was
featured in the context of the chaos and confusion of the first period of the war, where press
norms were not yet standardized, and when both people inside and outside of Spain understood
very little of the situation. Deacon quotes Delmer, Delaprée’s travel companion, in the
enthusiasm and excitement they felt upon arrival in the country: “Delaprée and I went into a
spirit of whoopee that first day… we had no passes, no papers of any kind from the army” (23).
However, later expelled from fascist Spain for “visiting the front without an escort” (WSSD 37),
Preston recounts how later, in Madrid, “almost everyone that Delaprée met in Madrid considered
that his newspaper was pro-fascist” (37).
Minchom, a Delaprée scholar who has just collected and published his correspondence in
Spanish, conducted a study on his dispatches from Spain. As assumptions about Delaprée’s
politics are confused, erroneous, full of rumors, and relevant to the way that the intellectual and
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artistic left would have read him and offers some motivations for why they made a martyr of him,
Minchom’s analysis, published in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade Association’s newspaper The
Volunteer, in an extensive article series covering two-years which connects Delaprée and Picasso,
outlines the political scope of his articles and exposes some of the reasons for which critics like
Berman feel as though Delaprée’s pamphlet, The Martyrdom of Madrid, most closely resembles
propaganda. According to Minchom, who does take care to mention that Delaprée had an
established “brilliant” journalism career before departing for Spain, went to Spain with every
intension of clear, objective, unbiased, non-partisan reporting. Minchom writes:
During the early months of the war the overall picture is one of a conscientious
and balanced reporter who signposts the more doubtful information he receives so
that readers can make up their own minds. But Delaprée looses this composure in
Madrid. By late November, Delaprée is on the other side of the mirror. He is no
longer a working journalist, he is writing for himself. (“The Bombing of Civilians”
4)
The most often-quoted phrase from the understudied Delaprée is where he ceases to identify with
the label of ‘journalist’ and starts to call himself an “actuary”: “What follows is not a public
prosecutor’s address to the court. It is an actuary’s process. I number the ruins, I count the dead,
I weigh the blood spilt” (MOM 21). Indeed, Delaprée’s language is, as Berman also observes,
incendiary. The words he choses are graphic, invoke a great level of pathos, and communicate
utter and complete horror. When I read Delaprée, I recognize the language of trauma in his
dispatches, the writings of one who has undergone an event and has no previous set of
experiences or frame for turning the experience into understanding.
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For Berman, this explosive language is an indication of the pamphlet’s proximity to
propaganda. As we have seen in chapter two of this project, many journalists, Hemingway,
Rukeyser and Orwell included, write from strong political commitments and use strong language
in their correspondence, forging a hybrid-genre of journalism. However, though the pamphlet
itself was compiled as “part of a major propaganda initiative” (“The Truth about Guernica” 5),
which Minchom documents as “unspecified” (footnote 40), and involved five translated versions
of the Martyrdom of Madrid, the individualized articles were written for Paris-Soir, by all
accounts a more conservative-leaning newspaper, were not written under the guise of a party
affiliation, and seemingly had little chance of getting published at all, and certainly not in their
full state. The fact that all indications pointed to the idea that Delaprée wrote these articles “for
himself,” and was aware of the way in which he was being censored by his newspaper, calls into
question easily classifying The Martyrdom of Madrid as propaganda, exposing instead the
pamphlet’s poeticity in its very literariness. Like Rukeyser’s “Mediterranean,” The Martyrdom
of Madrid exposes the impossible position of being a witness to war and illustrates the way in
which times of traumatic event cast into relief daily assumptions and approaches to life that
pattern the way in which we compile and weave a tapestry of narrative out of ‘experiences.’ The
Martyrdom of Madrid exemplifies the way in which news disseminates and these disseminations
are transmuted, transmitted, and echoed in the art of the time. Through the literature and art of
Virginia Woolf and Pablo Picasso, we can see the way in which personal experience is related to
social discourse and how the understanding and personal mental processing of an event is
structured by frames of reference informed by images outside of us. In other words, Louis
Delaprée, with his very genuine, vivid war reporting that transgresses the boundaries of
journalism and creates structural holes through which literature seeps, can be mobilized as
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propaganda, but more importantly his writings are both porous and buoyant enough, his images
picturesque enough (even if they are grotesque in their clarity), that both Woolf and Picasso start
to imagine the war through his writing and his images give these two iconic modernists a
language through which to express their pain concerning the Spanish Civil War.
Directly before Delaprée died, he sent a dispatch that both foreshowed his own tragic
martyrdom, and conveyed his resentment at being censored, truncated, and relegated to page
seven by Paris-Soir. Minchom records sections from his last report, filed on December 4, 1936,
in his article “Picasso, Louis Delaprée and the Bombing of Civilians.” I will quote at length
because this passage sets up the events following:
You’ve only published half my articles. I know that. It’s your right. But I’d have
thought that out of friendship you’d have spared me some useless work. For the last
three weeks, I’ve been getting up every day at five in the morning, so that you could get
the news into your first editions. You’ve had me working for the King of Prussia and the
waste paper basket. Thanks. I’ll fly back on Sunday unless I suffer the same fate as Guy
de Traversay,119 and that’s be fine, wouldn’t it? Because that way you’d have your own
martyr. Until then, I won’t send you anything else. Not worth it. The killing of a
hundred Spanish kids is less interesting than a sigh from Mrs. Simpson,120 the royal
whore” (2).

119

Guy de Traversay was a journalist for the Paris Intransigent who lost his life in Spain. He was killed on
August 17, 1936, “while in pursuit of his professional duty.” FRENCH PRIEST SLAIN TRYING TO QUIT
SPAIN: Pastor Reported to Have Been Taken Off a Bus, Shot and His Body Burned.” The New York Times, 1 Sep
1936, pg. 12.
120
King Edward the VIII abdicated the British throne on December 10, 1936, in order to marry his mistress,
Wallis Simpson. The months leading up to the abdication, the international papers relished in the affair (which is
what Louis Delaprée here is referring to), though the British papers mainly kept the British reading public in the
dark (The Dark Valley, 427-433).
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Clearly, Delaprée here expresses his resentment at having his articles buried in the inside pages,
shortened, and edited, or not published at all. Deacon notes in his study of British newspapers
that ‘hard’ news was being replaced by human interest stories of which Mrs. Simpson was one
illustration; in fact, Deacon cites this passage as an example of journalists’ disgust with the
reading public as news editors amplified the entertainment value of the newspaper to sell more
advertising (176).
However, Delaprée was right to envision that, if for some reason, he did not make it to
France, he would become the press’s martyr. Killed in an airplane shooting in December, in the
month of January 1937, Delaprée became a celebrity martyr sensation. An air of rumor,
suspicion, and mystery surrounded the plane crash; some pontificated that the fascists had shot
down the plane; others, Republican fliers who were targeting one of the other passengers. Used
by the international right as a sign of “Red” brutality, scandal surrounded the sad event. Though
the full extent of the story is not known, Minchom, who has spent considerable time with the
case and excavated the archives of France, favors “the mundane possibility that the embassy
airplane was attacked in error, perhaps by pro-Francoist planes, perhaps by Republican planes”
(“The Truth about Guernica” 5).
Not only were his dispatches collected and published in pamphlets in five languages, the
English version titled The Martyrdom of Madrid, and later recollected as Mort en Espagne (Dead
in Spain), Delaprée’s death ran on the front page of many French newspapers, plastered all over
Paris. L’Humanitié, the communist newspaper that Picasso read, “launched a vigorous campaign
against ‘the lying press, the murderous press’” (2) and reprinted Delaprée’s articles. Minchom
tells us that, “On 30 December, L’Humanitié teased its readers by promising ‘sensational’
forthcoming revelations, and that very evening Delaprée’s melancholy face looked down from
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posters with the text ‘A dead man denounces the lies of the press.’ Delaprée’s last desperate
message to his editors was reproduced on the poster and in L’Humanitié” (“The Bombing of
Civilians” 2).
As we can see, Delaprée’s celebrity life after death was caught in the cross fire of press
wars, thrusting into the public eye the circumstances of his death, a discussion of censorship, and
his writings. As Minchom argues, Picasso, living in Paris, must have seen both Delaprée’s
picture in the paper and become familiar with his articles. Woolf certainly was apprised of the
affair, as she includes The Martyrdom of Madrid both in her reading notebooks and cites it at
length in a footnote of Three Guineas.
As Berman rightly points out, Delaprée exemplifies the way in which total war tactics
compel eyewitness testimony and narrative first hand accounts, which, for Berman, results in the
blurring the boundaries between journalism and propaganda. These eyewitness accounts also,
however, blur the boundaries between journalism and literature, and, as Berman explores
elsewhere in Modernist Commitments, adopt or absorb “modernist strategies” (187) in their
telling. In relation to Delaprée, however, Berman finds that his “attempt to define himself as an
expert distributor of truth and his reader as an objective judge of that truth cannot sustain itself in
the face of the events he witness, the atrocities he describes, and his conviction that we must
respond to them with horror and political action” (MC 70) closer to the scale of propaganda.
This statement is preceded by the observation that Delaprée’s insistence on objectivity is
“disingenuous since he employs such words as ‘massacre,’ ‘martyrdom,’ and ‘atrocious’” (69).
Berman raises some important questions with her comments upon Delaprée’s “commitment,”
and his relation to propaganda.
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No doubt the Martyrdom of Madrid was disseminated as a propaganda document, and no
doubt that Delaprée after his death was exploited by L’Humanitiié as a martyr in order to make a
very leftist political statement. However, simply because other organizations repackaged
Delaprée’s life and writings posthumously, does not make his articles less genuine, or more or
less “true” than any of the other examples we have seen. Delaprée, along with numerous other
examples from the Spanish Civil War, explored in the previous chapters, expose the fallacy of
the ideal of an objective witness or notion of “truth” at all, an intervention picked up later by
postmodern philosophers who read the registers of multiplicity that modernism gave them. In
fact, it is the very notion of one truth, of one objective reality, of one unified possibility, that
allows for propaganda to take hold and for totalitarianism to gain momentum.121 The notion of
one ultimate, indivisible, truth is a fasciziod gesture, a sign of the logocentrism Derrida takes
care to deconstruct in Of Grammatology. In introducing the subject position into war recording,
Delaprée enacts a maneuver much akin to the highly political, anti-hegemonic modernist
dissemination of the omnipotent, omniscient narrator throughout all the characters, shifting
narrative voices throughout any given modernist text. This allows for a multiplicity of voices
that undermines the dominance of one truth, one “I.”
Delaprée complicates his neutrality by refusing the Anglo-American journalistic
emphasis on “objective” reporting that was spreading throughout Europe at this time, instead
transforming his articles into a first person narrative account, and illustrates that the level of
atrocity witnessed by the circumstances employed by total war negates the possibility of
maintaining the illusion of objectivity. Berman points out that Delaprée chooses the scenes to
121

Hannah Arendt, in “Ideology and Terror: A Novel Form of Government” states that: “Terror becomes total
when it becomes independent of all opposition it rules supreme when nobody any longer stands in its way”
(Juxtapositions 473). When there are no dissenting voices, no alternatives, no friction to the momentum of law or
governments, totalitarianism becomes manifest.
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record, the terms that shape those scenes—and yet, is this not always the case, in any article,
whether one is a war correspondent in the midst of Spain or reporting on a dog show in
Connecticut? The Spanish Civil War upset the false pretense of impartiality so popular in
Britain and the States, instead showing that every scene is constructed for a reader’s
consumption, every quote is carefully chosen, and every article has a frame by owning that
construction through the perspective of “I.” What Delaprée insinuates in averring repeatedly his
role as “passive witness” who “numbers the dead” resembles T.S. Eliot’s poetic “impersonality.”
The ways in which Delaprée’s work filters through modernist cultures to reappear in Woolf and
Picasso (which will be addressed in the following) show that the sensational images that
underpin Delaprée’s writings captivate the imaginations of the reading public in much the way
that art and literature perform, illustrating emotions that speak to a universal condition of
humanity while connecting that condition quite materially to its political time and place.
Delaprée’s experiences in Madrid during the time of aerial bombardment, a bombardment
through which the threat of “obliteration” permanently hangs, resonate in a double-movement
throughout his Spain dispatches—these attacks simultaneously expunge the significance of
selfhood while also making “objective” reporting impossible. Delaprée distances himself from
the illusion of objectivity in daring to tell his story from a first-hand account. He also employs
literary mechanisms, and, through the use of metaphor, biblical references, and vivid imagery,
his Spanish writings feel more like a modernist documentary experiment than a series of news
articles.
In Delaprée’s writings, we see an echo of the claim that T.S. Eliot makes on the poet in
“Tradition and the Individual Talent.” According to Eliot, the poet relinquishes him or herself in
a process of “depersonalization” in order to become a medium or conduit for the poetic
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substance: “What happens is a continual surrender of himself as he is at the moment to
something which is more valuable. The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a
continual extinction of personality” (40). In the opening of the pamphlet, an undated dispatch
marks the erasure of Delaprée-as-journalist, or man, and initiates the position of Delaprée as
impersonal poet, muse of history: “What we see is so cruel that I renounce to report it to you in
any way but according the strictest chronology, coldly, in an accountant-like manner. What is
going to follow will therefore be a simple book-keeping of horror. But it will also be a witness
that I demand to all to believe up to the unbelievable” (MOM 11). The description of an
‘accountant-like manner’ and ‘coldly,’ ‘according to the strictest chronology,’ removes the
notion of personality within this testimony. Delaprée refuses to both write himself into and
eradicate himself entirely from the text. As he relinquishes a sense of self, he also moves away
from what we recognize today as a journalistic voice. As Delaprée engages the first person “I,”
he acknowledges the feelings of horror and disbelief that he both experiences and will inevitably
inspire in the reader, situating himself as a ‘witness.’ A specter of the journalist Delaprée haunts
the text, but his new self of politically disinterested scribe is baptized in flames and blood: “I did
not surmise that I was to phone to-day in the midst of a circle of flames. For twenty foor [sic]
hours we have been walking in the blood and breathing lakes of fire. Every instant, the tide of
blood grows higher and the walls of fire draw nearer” (11).
Like a phoenix rising from the ashes, Delaprée sheds a sense of selfhood and recreates
himself into a new role, necessitated by the traumas he endures. The line “What we see is so
cruel that I renounce to report it to you in any way but according the strictest chronology, coldly,
in an accountant-like manner,” indicates that what Delaprée sees structures the nature of the
witness. As Delaprée sheds his persona, becoming “an accountant of horror, a passive witness”
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(15), he strikes the balance between “accountant,” giving us facts and figures—“250 dead, 600
wounded, after honest estimates” (15)—juxtaposed with poetic images—“But fire runs now from
all sides in the town, it shakes its scarlet tapestries over a hundred buildings, over a hundred
streets, fire surrounds us, fire besets the centre of Madrid, fire approaches” (14)— rendering
himself a conduit for information, a conductor of images.
The claim that in being a “passive witness” the circumstances will flow from him strikes
a similar tone to T.S. Eliot’s poetic “impersonality.” Eliot specifies: “the poet has, not a
‘personality’ to express, but a particular medium, which is only a medium and not a personality,
in which impressions and experiences combine in peculiar and unexpected ways” (“Tradition”
42). In Martyrdom of Madrid, Delaprée matches his impressions to his experiences in order to
transmit the conditions under which he creates. He chooses the images, it seems, to convey the
horror of what he experiences, relating it in fragments, vignettes, whose only continuity is the
stream of trauma from which he writes. It is not that Delaprée was politically committed and
decided to write incendiary material in order to uphold or reinforce a party line; on the contrary,
Delaprée’s neutrality is precisely what makes these accounts all so shocking for him, for he is
seemingly unprepared to assimilate his experiences of the Madrid bombings into any form of
cohesive, linear, smoothed-out narrative. Condensed, concentrated images stream together to
forge a “book-keeping of horror” (MOM 11). Accused of being propagandistic possibly for its
emotional resonances, its apparent pathos and affect, it is actually the most reasonable response
of all. How else does one respond to total war, except in horror?
Pieced together, these verbal snapshots of life in Madrid during the air raids create a mise
en scene of a city under siege, a city victim to the very new concept of total war. Like the study
of the bombing of the town of Guernica in the previous chapter, Madrid civilians were the target
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of aerial bombardment, of attempted “obliteration.” Madrid’s repeated aerial bombardment
became the “template for mass civilian bombings” (“The Bombing of Civilians 1), a prime
example of the concept of total war, where nothing is sacred, where civilians become targeted by
the military.
It is being witness to the development, advent, and employment of total war tactics that
structures Delaprée’s responses, where he assumes the role of “actuary” in light of the atrocities
to which he bears witness. As such, Delaprée transcribes the accounts of civilian victims,
playing upon the most distressing and pitiful victims, the women and children. Seen as
‘innocents’ by most standards of morality, the threatened woman and child become a symbol for
the way in which everything sacrosanct has been lost or desecrated in war: “Mothers go back
towards the barrio that burns, towards the collapsed house to look for a child who now, though
they do not know it, is now more than a little heap of ashes, children, mad with terror, call a
mamma who has just been carbonized under the ruins. A whole people seeks a refuge against
heaven’s wrath and do not find it” (MOM 27). When compressing his experiences in order to
convey the horror, shock, trauma, and shame Delaprée undergoes in the face of total war, the
figure of the woman and child surface repeatedly as a signifier of everything wrong with the
world. In reading Delaprée’s accounts, it is easy to see how he etches these figures as a way to
portray and evoke affect. This understandably provides grounding for Berman’s assertion of the
proximity of Delaprée’s work to propaganda, but I would suggest that Delaprée is pulling upon a
catalogue of classical “stock” characters of war that transmit in the most concentrated way, not a
particular political message or party agenda, but the pathos that the one who witnesses total war
undergoes. With propaganda, the form creates the circumstances; propaganda shapes any given
set of conditions to match the ideology. With Delaprée, the circumstances appear to shape the
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discourse, the events insist upon a poetic language of sharp imagery, a direct transmission of
pain:
Old men limp not to lose the column out of sight, crying with fatigue and misery.
When these migrating tribes arrive in Salamanca, they stop, and despair falls like
a mask of ashes on all faces. The place is engaged. Thousands of persons
encamp in the wind, under the rain. Hearths have been set up again with kitchen
utensils, mattresses and beds. Only, about these abstract abodes there are no walls,
above there is no ceiling. Twenty thousand persons live is such a way under the
rain, in the cold. (29)
Just think, Delaprée here is writing between October 1936-the end of November 1936—the
beginning of the war. It only gets worse as time goes on. As Virginia Woolf and Pablo Picasso
illustrate, these vignettes capture the imaginations of the reading public, and provide people who
have not seen a total war a foundation for the images of Spain. Delaprée, along with the pictures
disseminated in the daily presses, offers people a way to imagine something that they have never
seen, an event for which they have no frame of reference. For the first time, the war reporters
and photojournalists show the world what total war looks like, except they have no frame
themselves through which to filter their experiences. It is this raw, indigestible, hard reality that
structures the discourses used to understand it, helping it to fall closer to the side of art, not
propaganda. The frames of access to the event, with their vivid images, metaphors, poetic
concentration, density of language, pathos, and emotional appeal, their fractured narratives, and
discordant, inharmonic struggle, in the final analysis, point to a modernist dislocation.

!

J. Ashley Foster

Modernism’s Impossible Witness 164

Snapshots!of!Total!War,!Visual!and!Verbal!!!!!!!!!!
Three Guineas (1938) is a palimpsest text. Latent images, Delaprée’s images, silhouetted
beneath the words are revealed if read in a certain light. Constructed from notebooks,
propaganda leaflets, letters, scrapbooks, diaries, biographies, political pamphlets, photographs
and news articles, Three Guineas forms what Jane Marcus calls ‘part of a major documentary
project’,122 underwritten by its extensive archive of media influences and political thought.
Composed between 1936 and 1938, in response to the Spanish Civil War and the death of
Woolf’s nephew Julian Bell in 1937,123 the layers encrypted within the text reveal sources and
influences from the war. For every explicit statement that Three Guineas makes, much goes
unsaid. For every verbal and printed picture that it shows us, there are photographs and visual
images withheld. We can read Delaprée’s text as filling in the gaps and blank spaces of Three
Guineas; what Woolf withholds, Delaprée explains in bloody detail. The pictures Woolf does
not show are analogous to the stories that she does not tell of life in Madrid. Though Three
Guineas is a Spanish Civil War text, a new reader of Woolf might not recognize it as such
because Spain appears in the gauzy haze of the absent photographs, superimposed over the
image of the fascist leader and British men in power, 124 who reinforce and propel the warmaking system forward. We can see Three Guineas as Martyrdom of Madrid’s alterity, its
opposite, a solarized text imprinted with the images of the opposing relief. Three Guineas takes
the Martyrdom of Madrid’s very specific images and historicizes them, putting the war in Spain
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Jane Marcus, Introduction, xlv.
In her chapter, ‘Pacifying Bloomsbury: Virginia Woolf, Julian Bell, and the Spanish Civil War’, Emily Robins
Sharpe argues that “Three Guineas responds both to the Spanish Civil War, and to Bell’s written justifications for
volunteering in an effort to stop the spread of European fascism” (155).
124
The list of illustrations, after the cover page, reads as: “A General (25) / Heralds (29) / A University
Procession (32) / A Judge (75) / An Archbishop (144).” The fact that Woolf does not name the individuals indicates
to me that they are intended to transcend their specificity and represent men of their position and class. For
identification of the photographs, see “Name that Face” by Alice Staveley.
123
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on a historical continuum that reaches back to the Greeks and summons the figure of Antigone as
the rebel fighter against fascism, the ancient version of the International Bridges. Delaprée
addresses his moment—the here and now. Woolf expands the argument, transcending the
singular and opens her text onto the universal: How in your opinion can we prevent war? Not
only this war, and the impending World War, but all war? What does a sustainable society in
which permanent peace is possible look like? And how do we build that society?
Written in an epistolary form, the text offers a ‘bridge which connects the private house
with the world of public life’ (TG 23). In addition to serving as a ‘communist manifesto for
women,’ (TG Introduction l) it also ‘bears witness to historical trauma for the sake of collective
memory’.125 One of the traumas the text bears witness to is the large-scale employment of total
war during the Spanish Civil War, where civilians become military targets. The ‘pictures of
dead bodies and ruined houses’ (42) that appears as a refrain throughout Three Guineas speak to
civilian deaths, bombings of civilian houses, where the lives of women and children are on the
line. The famous passage of Three Guineas which describes the photographs in such detail,
They are photographs of dead bodies for the most part. This morning’s collection
contains the photograph of what might be a man’s body, or a woman’s; it is so
mutilated that it might, on the other hand, be the body of a pig. But those
certainly are dead children, and that undoubtedly is the section of a house (14),
speaks to the ethical impossibility presented by the first fully technologized total war. In an
experimental gesture, one that contributes to Three Guineas’s modernist aesthetics, Woolf
invokes the pictures from the Spanish Civil War so that her readers conjure mental images while
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reading the text, and yet Woolf refuses to print the violent pictures of “dead bodies and ruined
houses” and instead publishes photographs of men in power, men who would have perpetuated
the war-making system. In this way, the Spanish Civil War photographs haunt the text,
silhouetting the words we read and the pictures that are there. This uncomfortable trace invites
thinking through photography’s relationship to modernism, memory, and war, raising certain
questions about the Spanish Civil War in general and Three Guineas in particular: Can we
privilege the shock of photography’s impact over “photographic” linguistic descriptions? Does
one have more of a haunting resonance than the other? What effects do photographs have on a
viewer? To what extent are photographs political messages? How do photographs intersect with
reality? To what extent does Woolf’s refrain of ‘dead bodies and ruined houses’ in Three
Guineas imply a repetition compulsion stemming from trauma? These are all interesting
questions, though exploring them fully would take a book in itself. I will therefore try to touch
upon some of the salient points here.
The Spanish Civil War was the first war to be photographed from the front lines. Before
smaller, lighter cameras were invented and the camera was liberated from its tripod, war
photography happened mainly after the fact and was static. According to Caroline Brothers, the
Spanish Civil War “marks the establishment of modern war photography as we know it” (2). In
Susan Sontag’s conception, this means it was the first war “witnessed (‘covered’) in the modern
sense: by a corps of professional photographers at the lines of military engagement and in the
town under bombardment, whose work was immediately seen in newspapers and magazines in
Spain and abroad” (21). These photographs quickly became, in Brothers estimation, “weapons”
because they informed public opinion in a conflict which depended on foreign intervention:
“Whether to intervene in Spain was a question theoretically tied to public opinion, at least in the
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foreign democracies, and since this opinion was informed at least as much by images as by texts,
the press photographs of the Spanish Civil War can be understood as weapons rather than simple
illustrations” (2). As Sontag explores in Regarding the Pain of Others, violent war images can
be used as “a call for peace. A cry for revenge” (13), signifying the problematics of total war:
the both/and structure inherent in the image of a command for intervention, even if it is violent,
and the plea for a peaceful response.
It is this very ambiguity of the image, the fact that used in different contexts war
photographs can have much different outcomes, that keeps Virginia Woolf from reprinting the
pictures that invade her home. It is their very potency as weapons that she backs away from, a
“gesture of refusal” (MC 68) in Jessica Berman’s words that Susan Sontag misses. Whereas I
think that Sontag’s book offers a useful theoretical platform for thinking through some of the
issues identified above, and outlines the questions that the intersection of photography and
experience conjures, her reading of Woolf in particular fails to see the nuance of Woolf’s
argument, and skips over some of the important contributions to a discussion of photography,
modernism, and war Three Guineas raises through its choices and omissions. Sontag may read
the words of Woolf’s argument, but she misses the tone.
Indeed, ironically, Woolf’s choice of photographs aligns her with Sontag’s argument that
pictures can demand action, that they have the ability to inspire others’ militancy, and that the
context around a cause, especially in total war, can issue a moral injunction to intervene. Marcus
has indeed averred that Woolf deliberately withheld the photographs: “She did so because she
was troubled by many of the same ethical issues involved in the visual representation of political
violence which trouble Sontag today” (“What Woolf Saw” 7), pointing out that Woolf’s views
are closer to Sontag’s than Sontag likes to admit. When Sontag claims that “To read in the
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pictures, as Woolf does, only what confirms a general abhorrence of war is to stand back from an
engagement with Spain as a country with a history. It is to dismiss politics” (RPO 9), Sontag
fails to take into account several important ideas presented in Three Guineas: 1) far from
dismissing politics, Woolf globalizes and historicizes it, showing a historical trace from the
Greeks to the present; 2) the situation in Spain, for Woolf, as for many left British intellectuals,
becomes a symbol for the rise of fascism, the ways in which economic and civic inequalities
support at war-making culture, and the looming threat of Hitler and Mussolini, all of which was
very pertinent to the here-and-now of Woolf’s current contemporary moment; 3) that Three
Guineas is a political treatise on peace that is trying to think through both how to avoid another
World War which is on the horizon and how to establish a society that can support peace into the
future. Printing the men in power as opposed to the mutilated corpses of the historical moment is
one of Woolf’s activist interventions into cultural practice as a committed pacifist, a highly
political and active pacifism.
Woolf explores the ambivalence of the reactions photographs can inspire in the opening
pages of Three Guineas, where she stages a dialogue between the “we” of the educated man’s
daughter and a male lawyer letter-writer who asks her, “How in your opinion are we to prevent
war?” (TG 3). The photographs inspire the inner reaction, she says, ‘War is an abomination; a
barbarity; war must be stopped’ (TG 14). Woolf writes: “When we look at those photographs
some fusion takes place within us; however different the education, the traditions behind us, our
sensations are the same; and they are violent… And the same words rise to our lips. War, you
say, is an abomination; a barbarity; war must be stopped at whatever cost. And we echo your
words. War is an abomination; a barbarity; war must be stopped” (TG 14). However, notice
how in the repetition of the man’s phrase, the daughter of the educated man refuses to repeat all
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the words. Yes, the daughter of an educated man avers, “War is an abomination; war must be
stopped,” but she shows her declaration of solidarity will only go so far as she omits the phrase
“at whatever cost.” War must be stopped, cries the educated man’s daughter, but not at whatever
cost, not at the cost of more lives, of more war. Woolf’s first letter, addressed to an educated
man who is attempting to “prevent war” (3), traces the difference of mind that education has
instilled between men and women. “To fight has always been the man’s habit, not the woman’s”
(9), Woolf observes. When she addresses the “you” of the above passage, she is referring to “sir,”
the lawyer who is asking her opinion; when she says “we,” she is speaking from the perspective
of the educated man’s daughter. The educated man’s daughter may “echo” the educated man’s
words: “War is an abomination; a barbarity; war must be stopped” – the words, in fact, may be
the same. But what Sontag misses is that though the words are the same, the tone in the saying
of them is different. And what Sontag also misses is the person to whom the letter might be
addressed.
Scholars have often situated Julian Bell, who died in Spain, as an “imagined interlocutor”
(MNS 148) of Three Guineas.126 In closing his book on Bell, Stansky observes that Woolf: “Felt
a need to discuss it with him, as if he were almost with her as she was finishing it. At the end of
his life, indeed beyond it, Julian found himself involved in a discussion with Virginia” (Chapter
5). This ongoing conversation Woolf had with Julian could have easily manifested in her choice
of characters opening Three Guineas. The letter writer, to whom Woolf responds with his
question “How in your opinion are we to prevent war?” (TG 5), is a middle-aged lawyer, with
“nothing parched, mean or dissatisfied in your expression” (6). This lawyer could represent an
126
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older version of Julian, who was supposed to grow up and become a lawyer,127 and whose
military strategies were in the name of finding a pacifist solution.128 As Jane Marcus points out,
one of the difficulties with Three Guineas is the shifting narrative voices and the shifting
subjects to whom the letters are addressed. Julian’s enlistment and consequential death occurs as
Woolf was starting to engage the text, and she self-admittedly uses Three Guineas as a crutch to
get through the terrible summer of “strain” after Julian’s death.129 We know that the Spanish
Civil War was on Woolf’s mind when she started Three Guineas on November 24 because, in a
long letter to Julian written on November 14, 1936 she mentions Spain, “which is now the most
flaming of all the problems” (L 6 83). In the same letter, she confides: “This morning I got a
packet of photographs from Spain all of dead children, killed by bombs—a cheerful present” (L
6 85). Already, we can see Julian’s essential role in forming the tone, shape, and context of
Three Guineas: the first time Woolf mentions the Spanish Civil War in her correspondence is in
a letter to Julian, in which she included mention of the photographs that would become a major
refrain and argument point against war in Three Guineas.
On April 14, 1937, Julian, Stephen Spender, and Kingsley Martin attended a small dinner
party at the Woolfs’ where the ethical issues that made their way into Three Guineas were
debated. Woolf, transcribing the conversation, writes in her diary: “Julian, KM, Stephen—all
calling each other by Xtiain names. What is our duty? What is the responsible man like KM to
do? Cant be a pacifist; the irresponsible can” (D 5 79). Woolf here exposes the impossible
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position of pacifism during the Spanish Civil War, and yet maintains the ethical necessity for it.
In Three Guineas, her stance is clear: our responsibility as citizens against war is to not engage in
war making. Our responsibility is to create a world in which a war-making system is no longer
sustainable, where it is unsupportable. However, in Three Guineas, she uses the photographs of
“dead bodies and ruined houses” to show that people rally for war, ironically, under the sign of
peace, to attempt to stop tyranny and oppression. This is a strategy, Woolf makes clear, that
never works. Her message was solidified at that dinner party; she tells her diary:
I sat there splitting off my own position form their, testing what they said,
convincing myself of my own integrity & justice ... [Julian] Obstinately set on
going to Spain – wont argue; tight; hardfisted ... we discussed hand grenades,
bombs, tanks, as if we were military gents in the war again. And I felt flame up in
me 3 Gs ... – that I should revise now, but cant screw this morning, after all that
chatter. (D 5 79-80)
After this dinner party, and a sojourn to France, Woolf did revise and rewrite, and as the
summer progressed she got deeper and deeper into the text. As Europe got more involved in
taking sides on the Spanish Civil War, Woolf was increasingly affected by the war. Julian left
for Spain in early June and died on July 18.
Woolf was frustrated with the fact that she felt that she could not make arguments to
Julian against his volunteering effectively, writing to Stephen Spender: “I feel that its a mistake
his [Julian’s] going to Spain, but it is no good saying so. I dont suppose he would see my
arguments” (L 6 123). After Julian’s tragic death, when Woolf was writing Three Guineas in allconsuming intensity to escape feeling the full effect of his absence, she wrote to Vanessa, “I’m
completely stuck on my war pamphlet ... I’m always wanting to argue it with Julian—in fact I
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wrote it as an argument with him. Somehow he stirred me up to argue” (L 6 159) and later, in
her diary, observed, “Yet I was always thinking of Julian when I wrote” (D 5 148). It becomes
apparent from these statements that Julian Bell, in his life and death, was one of the not-soinvisible presences that constitutes Three Guineas. It is also remarkable that the form of Three
Guineas, its genre-blending, is a technique that Bell himself used in 1936 and 1937 to write three
political, polemical essays while he was in China: three open letters called “On Roger Fry”; “The
Proletariat and Poetry: An Open Letter to C. Day Lewis”; and “War and Peace: A Letter to E.M.
Forster”. The last essay concerned itself with the question to which Woolf’s letter implicitly
responds: “why it is that I, and many more men of military age, have ceased to be pacifists?”
What started as a “letter to an Englishman,”130 wound up being a letter to Julian. Three Guineas
is a peace pamphlet that says everything to Julian that Woolf never got to say. In this way, it
could also be considered a text of mourning.
In the First World War, pacifism in England was an individual, highly personalized belief
system that valued personal identity and individual conscious. Pacifist direct action was mainly
concerned with fighting conscription and Contentious Objection on an individual basis.131 In
contrast, the Spanish Civil War pacifists situated themselves within a social pacifist movement
dedicated to action and the manifestation of pacifist beliefs in a public “peace witness.” It is my
contention that this shift in pacifism was, at least in part, a result of the military strategies of total
war employed in Spain. The sheer violence of the Spanish Civil War, most of which was
wrought against civilians, made non-action or neutrality, as it made pacifism for some people,
impossible. The gruesome images exiting Spain made action against the war more of an
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imperative for those outside of Spain. With the dissemination of war photographs, the war was
no longer confined to the borders of Spain; it invaded the living rooms and breakfast nooks of
every magazine subscriber and newspaper reader in the Western world.
Some pacifists, like Julian Bell, added a militant component to their pacifism because
they felt that, as Bell wrote in his introduction to We Did Not Fight, in a proclamation filled with
contradiction and irony: “I believe the war-resistance movements of my generation will in the
end succeed in putting down war – by force if necessary” (xix). Pacifists began to see supporting
munitions to Spain and foreign intervention in Spain as part of a larger pacifist plan, as the
political pamphlet “Authors Take Sides on the Spanish Civil War” indicates. This is the
argument Julian Bell gave his Aunt Virginia when he volunteered in the Spanish Civil War
driving an ambulance, and the argument he wrote to E.M. Forrester in his open letter, declaring a
war against fascism under the sign of peace.132
On the one hand, when the educated lawyer, who might be a middle-aged Julian Bell,
says “war is an abomination, a barbarity; war must be stopped at whatever cost,” (emphasis
mine) what Woolf is hearing echoed in those words are the arguments made by Julian and
Kingsley Martin at the dinner party before Julian went to Spain, insisting upon intervention,
claiming that the only way to end total war is with war. The statement “war must be stopped”
does not stipulate how. And this is the dividing line between men and woman—far from
Sontag’s claim that “Woolf professes to believe that the shock of such pictures cannot fail to
unite people of good will” (RPO 6), Woolf is well aware of the power of such pictures to compel
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action and send boys, including her nephew, to the front. When the educated man’s daughter
says, on the other hand, “war is an abomination, a barbarity; war must be stopped” she does not
say it with retaliation or mobilization in mind; she has other ways of promoting peace. This is
where Woolf “split[s] off [her] position from theirs.”
Three Guineas is a political treatise that offers alternate solutions and responses to total
war–solutions not addressed to men, who have already cultivated the fighting habit and can often
see no other possibility for resolution–but to women, who are just entering the labor force, and
are at a moment of “transition” (84) in being inculcated into the public realm. Not printing the
photographs are a part of this “split,” a part of her program. Jane Marcus has argued that, “She
notes disapprovingly that the Madrid bombing photographs incite one to anger. She will not
print them, lest they incite more volunteers to go off to war” (TG lxi). Instead, she prints the
photographs of those responsible for the war: “The photographs of English professional men in
their garb of power, as mentioned above, are there to alert us to the origins of war and fascism”
(lxi), implicating the English patriarchy as complicit in fascist dictatorship. Jessica Berman
claims that Woolf’s omission of the photographs is a ‘gesture of refusal’ of the ‘inevitable
mobilization within an immoderate, emotional, and, in many ways, unethical propaganda
argument’ (MC 68).
However, because of the power of Woolf’s language, and the frequency and vividness
with which she directs the reader’s attention to the photographs, we cannot ignore, nor can we
forget about, them. The photographs that Woolf refuses to show have a ghostly outline
entombed in the text of Three Guineas; in a dramatic traumatic return, Woolf’s mantra of “dead
bodies and ruined houses” (TG 42) calls into question whether visual snapshots are more
powerful then verbal images. Gayle Rogers considers these “unseen photographs of ‘dead
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bodies and ruined houses’ from the Spanish war to which Woolf refers constantly becomes her
representation in miniature of ‘the whole iniquity of dictatorship’” (MNS 125). While I do
believe that the photographs for Woolf come to symbolically stand in for a conceptual knot—
“representations in miniature” in Roger’s words—tying together total war, dictatorship, human
rights issues, the problems of a capitalist system, the specifics of Spain, Julian Bell’s death, and
trauma, the repetition compulsion that visits Three Guineas in the invasion of the photographs
also show a lack of intellectual registry with what to do with these images. Woolf sees these
images as an invasion into her home, uninvited, without context, and without the ability to be
assimilated into a familiar conceptual framework. This lack of integration or assimilation
gestures toward the traumatic registers of experience; though something may be perceivable, it
may not be knowable; our minds may not know what to do with the information it receives:
“They are simply a statement of fact addressed to the eye” (14). Possibly Woolf writes about the
photographs, likening them to sources she has read, recalling images contained in Spanish Civil
War correspondence, because she needs to fit them into a comprehensible frame. Rogers
compares her work to correspondent Louis Delaprée’s writings, going so far as to call her
descriptions of the photographs “ekphrasis” (MNS 153), and demonstrating points at which
Woolf’s descriptions overlap with Delaprée’s. In these descriptions, we can see how modernist
transmissions are at play between the news media and Three Guineas. Rodger’s brief, but close,
reading of Woolf’s passage and his demonstration of Delaprée’s influence illustrates that
Delaprée’s images structure Woolf’s understanding and vision of the Spanish Civil War: “her
descriptions clearly recall Delaprée’s accounts, including the detail about the ‘bird-cage’” (MNS
153). They give her a frame through which to describe her experience as an outsider bombarded
with information that has no way to be integrated into a daily register of experience.
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Writing about the photographs offers them a narrative, but these verbal snapshots invite
the reader to construct their own composition of what the photographs look like, and encourage
the reader to access the database of images that their memory has built up.133 If Three Guineas is
an interactive text, as Jane Marcus has argued, then Woolf’s omission and yet descriptions of the
photographs engage the reader to, in the Roland Barthes sense, “write [their] reading” (S/Z 10).
In other words, by describing photographs that readers would have seen, Woolf invites the
readers to supply their own mental images, creating an interactive text where the reader projects
their own associations and “evidence” for the argument against fascism and war. Narrative gaps,
a defining feature of the modernist aesthetic, are filled in with the reader’s assistance, creating a
hybrid of linguistic and imaginary imagery, one that questions the nature of war and the nature of
representation and reality.
Here, I will make a radical intervention, explicated in the following chapter, and choose
to supply the narrative “gaps” in Three Guineas with images from Guernica. Informed by the
same source material, journalist Louis Delaprée, Guernica contains the elements of Woolf’s
descriptions while honoring her need not to reprint the photographs. An icon of modernism, an
example of how war becomes modernist, and a long-time message for peace, Guernica is a
painting that circulated Europe to raise money for Woolf’s causes and calls upon images of
journalism and photography, like Three Guineas itself, to promote its anti-militaristic program.
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Chapter 5
Modernist Transmissions and the Echo of Tears
What do you think an artist is? An imbecile who has only eyes if he is a painter, or ears
if he is a musician, or a lyre in every chamber of his heart if he is a poet, or even, if he is
a boxer, just his muscles? Far, far from it: at the same time, he is also a political being,
constantly aware of the heartbreaking, passionate, or delightful things that happen in the
world, shaping himself completely in their image. How could it be possible to feel no
interest in other people, and with a cool indifference to detach yourself from the very life
which they bring to you so abundantly? No, painting is not done to decorate apartments.
It is an instrument of war.
- Pablo Picasso, quoted from the epigraph of Russell Martin’s Picasso’s War: The
Destruction of Guernica and the Masterpiece that Changed the World
There is a conceptual knot between women, work, weeping, and war that weaves its way
through Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas. Her most overtly political piece, called a “communist
manifesto for women” (TG l) by Jane Marcus, an “epistolary polemic against the fascist
tendencies of her native culture,” (MNS 125) by Gayle Rogers, and a “war pamphlet” (L 6 159)
by Woolf herself, Three Guineas straddles the divide between public and private life in its very
generic constitution as an open letter and (I argue in detail in chapter six) performs as a peace
pamphlet and form of political activism. Written during and in conversation with the Spanish
Civil War, this peace pamphlet exposes the ethical dilemma posed by the advent of total war,
where civilians become military targets. As we have seen in previous chapters, the notion of
total war itself transgresses the boundaries among public and private, civilian and military, inside
and outside, and safety and danger zone. It forces the home into the political arena, and as the
photographs of Robert Capa, Gerda Taro, and David Seymor (known as Chim) expose, total war
explodes the divide between the private, domestic realm and public, street life. This explosion
invades Woolf’s home in the form of photographs that the “Spanish Government sends… twice a
week,” photographs of “dead bodies for the most part” (TG 14), photographs that Woolf refuses
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to print because they might compel another to go to war. This transgression between the inside
and the outside is also evident in Pablo Picasso’s Guernica. As Three Guineas connects women,
weeping, war, and work in the conflation between public and private, Guernica exhibits a
parallel visual response to total war that addresses similar issues and tropes. This chapter
explores the way in which Picasso’s figure of the Weeping Woman is both a protest against war
and an instigator of war, thrusting the domestic realm into the public purview, and how Woolf
subverts the passive activity of Picasso’s victims, employs her to work in the public realm, and in
doing so creates a pacifism reliant upon women’s labor.
Given the hypothesis that Virginia Woolf and Pablo Picasso shared a source with which
to base their imagery of the Spanish conflict, it is not surprising that their Civil War works would
address similar tropes. Woolf’s images of Madrid under siege are informed by French journalist
Louis Delaprée’s political pamphlet, The Martyrdom of Madrid (1937), which Woolf pasted into
her reading notebooks and cites in her footnotes (15 of part III). According to Martin Minchom,
Delaprée also inspired the imaginary space for the painting of Guernica.134 The journalist, the
experimental modernist, and the painter each grapples with the representation and protest against
total war during the Spanish Civil War in their respective works, and as they do so, they each
address the collision of public into private life, and women’s roles in war.
The photographs that Woolf describes but refuses to show us gesture toward the absent
individuals that we cannot know, who, in their anonymity, fall to history as three generic figures
of war: the weeping woman, the fallen soldier, and the dead child. As Julia Briggs avers in
Reading Virginia Woolf, ‘Loss and absence lie at the heart of Woolf’s art’ (1). Historically
classical stock characters of war, these figures were made into icons of the Spanish Civil War,
134
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and subsequently war resistance in general, in Picasso’s studies for and painting of Guernica
(1937), and his Weeping Woman portraiture series (1937). In all of his paintings and sketches of
the motif, the Weeping Woman becomes the extreme figure of loss and absence—a woman in
mourning, her body marks the presence of an absence.135 In subverting this signifier of loss, a
signifier that has the ability to either mobilize or condemn war, Woolf finds the potential for a
radicalised pacifist politics.
Let us imagine, for a moment, that the dead baby of Guernica is the child in the
photographs that assail Woolf, the basement bomb shelter in Picasso’s painting is the imaginary
‘ruined house’ of Three Guineas, and that these images are inspired by Delaprée’s newspaper
articles, collected in the pamphlet Martyrdom of Madrid. The Weeping Woman appears in all
these works as a strong condemnation of war. The triangle of Woolf, Delaprée, and Picasso
surrounds the Weeping Woman; each offers another dimension to a classic character of war:
Delaprée gives the weeping woman a story; Picasso gives her a face; Woolf radicalizes her by
encouraging her to dry her eyes and wail in indignation, not sadness. In the process, Woolf gives
her a voice and a politics. Woolf subverts the image of the Weeping Woman in Picasso and
Delaprée and writes her a different role, one that offers the possibility of peace through her
engagement in politics.
Taking as our point of departure the hypothetical conjecture that we can use Guernica as
a way to imagine total war in Three Guineas, and that both these works are informed by
Delaprée’s war correspondence, this chapter explores the ethical problematics of total war and
the way in which three modernists respond to the large-scale loss of civilian life during the
Spanish Civil War. It interrogates the convergence of art and life, of war and politics, and the
135
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place of pacifism within the context of total war. Here, I look at the way in which artistic and
literary representations of war contribute to the idea of what I have called a “Modernist War,”
where the boundaries between life and art collapse and the representation of war becomes the
social experience of war itself. This chapter also questions the assumption that pacifism is
apolitical, instead situating Pablo Picasso and Virginia Woolf’s pacifism as rooted very much in
the cultural and historical specificities of their given moment, and demonstrates the convergence
of pacifism and modernism. Ultimately, I argue, Virginia Woolf finds the possibility for peace
in subverting the image of the Weeping Woman, drying her eyes, and employing her to work.
Three Guineas unfolds a pacifist politics reliant upon a global feminism and socialism and
predicated upon women’s position outside the structures of power. Three Guineas proposes that
when women cease to weep and instead unite against war, when they choose to disengage from
the war-making system, peace becomes possible. In Three Guineas the Weeping Woman’s cry
of mourning mutates into the mother’s cry of rage while burning the universities to the ground,
‘Let it Blaze! Let it blaze! For we have done with this “education!”’ (TG 45).
The current scholarship on Woolf, Picasso, and Delaprée, in relationship to the Spanish
Civil War, has made thinking through of these artists’ intersections and engagements with the
war possible. Jane Marcus’s introductory essay and annotation of Woolf’s Three Guineas
provides an essential foundation for theorizing Woolf’s “commitment to feminism, socialism,
pacifism, anti-imperialism, and anti-fascism” (TG xli). Emily Delgado in Virginia Woolf and the
Visual World explores the relationship between Woolf and war correspondence through Woolf’s
inclusion of Delaprée in her notebooks, and Gayle Rogers situates Woolf within a global
exchange on feminism and pacifism when he puts her in conversation with Victoria Ocampo in
Modernism and the New Spain. “The Body as Political Metaphor: Picasso and the Performance
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of Guernica,” Robin Greeley’s chapter on Guernica in Surrealism and the Spanish Civil War,
engages Picasso’s communist politics, close reading the stages of Guernica to explore how it
performs as a documentary of its own creation and how it documents emotions and political
responses, while Clark’s book Picasso and Truth uncovers the existentialist metaphysics rooted
in Guernica. The theme of the Weeping Woman in particular is studied in Jodi Freeman’s
exhibit and exhibit catalogue Picasso and the Weeping Woman, whereas his pacifism is
addressed in the Tate exhibition of 2010, Picasso: Peace and Freedom. This chapter extends
upon the works of these scholars to think through how the figure of the Weeping Woman is used
by Delaprée and Picasso to impact readers or viewers with the horrors of total war and then
subverted by Woolf to create a world in which peace is possible.

The!Weeping!Woman!
A classical icon of mourning from ancient times, the Weeping Woman—sometimes
called the Wailing Woman—has many vestiges and forms. Historically, she stands in as the one
who bears witness to death, whose presence marks the presence of an absence. Her wails are a
signifier of the life that has been lost, her cry is the public mourning of the dead. The classist
James Frazer describes the Wailing Woman’s role in the ancient Ritual of Adonis:
At the festivals of Adonis, which were held in Western Asia and in Greek lands,
the death of the god was annually mourned, with a bitter wailing, chiefly by
women… In the great Phoenician sanctuary of Astratre at Byblus the death of
Adonis was annually mourned, to the shrill wailing notes of the flute, with
weeping, lamentation, and beating of the breast.’ (XXXII)
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The Wailing Woman’s public mourning marked the death of the god in a ritual of life and death,
symbolizing his passing and foreshadowing the resurrection predestined to come.
The historical traces of the Weeping Woman also show a striking kinship to the Sirens.
The Cambridge classist Jane Ellen Harrison outlines the evolution and permutations of these
mythological creatures, observing that in modernity they are often imagined as mermaids, but at
their conception they were figured as a blend of women and birds, whose song was a “song of
death” (Prolegomena 199) and who “appeal to the spirit, not the flesh” (198). By following their
appearances in ancient art and poetry, Harrison outlines that the Sirens “appear frequently as
monuments, sometimes actual mourners, on tombs” (203), and she “would chant the funeral
dirge” (203). Later iterations have the Sirens as only mourners “tearing their hair and lamenting”
(203). The similarities between the Weeping Woman and the Siren open some interesting
possibilities when one considers Picasso’s portraiture of his lover Dora Maar as both Weeping
Woman and a mythological bird-woman.136 During the Spanish Civil War, the Weeping Woman
sounds an ethical call, one that may often foreshadow death.
A biblical archetype that appears throughout the Old and New Testaments, the many
Weeping Women bear witness to the sufferings of life and testify to loss—loss of home, loss of
children, loss of loved ones.137 Predicting the fall of the Kingdom of Judah to Babylon, the
prophet Jeremiah foretells:
I will scatter them also among the heathen, whom neither they nor their fathers
have known: and I will send a sword after them, till I have consumed them. Thus
saith the Lord of hosts, Consider ye, and call for the mourning women, that they
may come; and send for cunning women, that they may come. And let them make
136
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haste, and take up a wailing for us, that our eyes may run down with tears, and our
eyelids gush our with waters… Yet hear the word of the Lord, O ye women, and
let your ear receive the word of his mouth, and teach your daughters wailing, and
every one her neighbor lamentation. For death is come up into our windows and
is entered into our palaces, to cut off the children from without and the young
men from the streets. Jeremiah (9.17-9.21)
Here we can see the role of the Weeping Woman as “mother grieving the loss of home and
children,” rendering women to be the ones who “lament–who feel suffering and grief in our
bodies, wombs, hearts.”138 Here, the mourning women, the wailing women, act as a focal point
for catharsis. The pathos of the Weeping Woman invokes sorrow in the community; others
witness the pain and suffering of the Weeping Woman so they can feel it themselves. The
Weeping Woman provides access to a pain deeply entombed in the psyche and permits those
around her to mourn. The bible abounds with this archetype, iconically inscribed in
Michelangelo’s Pieta, where Mary cradles Jesus’s body after the crucifixion.
Rooted through fairy tales and cultural discourses in Spanish culture, the Weeping
Woman has been portrayed as a victim who takes revenge and retaliation. In the Spanish
childhood fairy tale of La Llorona, (the Weeping Woman), La Llorona kills her children in a
jealous rage and is condemned to haunt the village, weeping over the loss of her family. In
Federico Garcia Lorca’s rendition of the Weeping Woman, figured as the main character Yerma
of the play of the same name, Yerma weeps over her lack of children. Trapped by social mores
and the norms of Spanish tradition, Yerma’s socially informed desire is compounded by the
women around her, but having internalized the norms of Spanish society, she is unable to leave
138
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her husband or to mate with another man. In a fit of despair when her husband announces he
cares nothing of her pain and does not in fact want children at all, she kills him. Though the
stage directions have a potential to vary, the version of Yerma performed in 2010 by the
University of Victoria’s Department of Theatre closed with her wailing, screaming sobs
resounding through the theater.139 Closer to modern day femme fatales, these outraged women
driven to madness, harbingers of death, resemble the riskiness and the destructive jouissance and
fascination captured in the mythology of the siren.
More commonly, however, this figure looses its retaliatory agency and has come to
represent the injustices of the universe generally, and more specifically, of war. In the Spanish
Civil War propaganda, the Weeping Woman becomes a tragic trope of total war. As the advent
of total war increases, and artists, propagandists, news media outlets, and writers struggle to
convey the severity of the events in Spain to a public who cannot image the degree of damage
and extent of the sustained attacks against civilians, the Weeping Women personifies the horrors
of technologized, total war.
As we will see with both Delaprée and Picasso, the Weeping Woman’s tragic pathos
captures the double-bind of total war: she, at one and the same time, compels military
intervention to make her tears stop and commands an ethical injunction against war. Sometimes
she is childless (as in Picasso’s Weeping Woman with a Handkerchief), sometimes she mourns
dry-eyed over her child. More closely related to Michelangelo’s Pieta, the Weeping Woman
figure of the Spanish Civil War often takes on Madonna-like qualities, alluding to Christian
imagery and Catholic influences, as in Dream of the Sadness of Spain by Richardo Boix Oviedo.
This stone sculpture of a woman and child, which “used the emblem of a mother tightly
139
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clutching her child to symbolize the Spanish tragedy, much as Picasso had done,” (85) is
included in Jodi Freeman’s Picasso and the Weeping Woman. Freeman explains that the
Weeping Woman motif was not solely employed by Picasso at the Spanish Pavilion of the
International Exhibition in Paris 1937, but by several of the artists who also showed work, citing
the Oviedo statue and another work entitled The Woman Who Went Crazy from the Crimes She
Witnessed by José García Narezo. She concludes: ‘Clearly Picasso’s preoccupation with the
weeping woman motif was shared by other Spanish artists; the reverence for women, particular
mothers, in devoutly Catholic Spain, made them a particularly sympathetic motif, in a forum,
like the pavilion, designed to sway viewer’s passions’ (85).
Used both to insight potential soldiers to fight and as rhetoric for the pacifist cause, it is
often mythologized that the feminization of the victim means that the victim cannot share in the
blame of the war-making game. In other words, the Weeping Woman can be nothing other than
tragic. Unlike the fallen soldier, there is no poetic hero’s death for the Weeping Woman; there is
no immortalization in the songs and epics of the bard. She is both pathetic and ostensibly
blameless. And she is the last one standing. The Weeping Woman will be left to register the
trauma of survival and the trauma of guilt. The Weeping Woman will be the one who
remembers the absence of the living, whose presence marks the presence of death. She is the
floating signifier of tragedy and her wail is the wail that resounds through modernity.

Louis!Delaprée’s!Peace!Witness!
Louis Delaprée intuited the emotional impact of the Weeping Woman and used her
repeatedly in his war correspondence from Spain, which provides a strong condemnation of war.
Delaprée, as we have discussed in the previous chapter, went to Spain apparently mostly
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politically neutral, but as he experienced the sustained attack of the fascists on Madrid and
witnessed the civilian casualties, his neutrality turns to shock and outrage. His war
correspondence, full of vignettes and broken images, testifies to the horrors of total war. He
writes in an impressionistic mode, transporting the reader along the street of Madrid, much in the
way Eliot invites the reader to join him in the streets of London in the Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock. He proffers a string of horrific images, documenting the atrocities of a technologized,
total war. “His pamphlet,” says Jane Marcus, “includes many stories and details that his Paris
newspaper refused to print, including photographs of “dead children,” a phase that, in the
mourning mode of lamentation (“Women must weep”), becomes the Dies Ire-like like refrain of
Three Guineas” (TG xxxix). At the center of these images are stories of civilian tragedies, often
stories of women and children. Filled with biblical imagery, fire and blood, The Martyrdom of
Madrid pulls upon a range of common figures that signify tragedy in a cultural vocabulary, using
the civilian causalities of women and children as emblematic for the tragedies of war.
After reading the pamphlet and Delaprée’s ongoing commentary, one feels strongly that
Delaprée, who feels “shame” at being a man “when mankind proves to be capable of such
massacres of innocents” (15), seeks to make his despair understood, and in order to do so
highlights the victimization of the most universally tragic images to get his powerful anti-war
message across. This is not to say that Delaprée considers himself a pacifist (which may or may
not be true, and may or may not shift over periods of time), nor is it to contradict the fact that the
Republic collected his writings in the attempt to garner more support for the war, but there is no
mistaking that, regardless of the Republic’s aim, or the author’s politics, The Martyrdom of
Madrid testifies to all the horrors of war in a condemning way, using the emblematic figure of
grief, the Weeping Woman, as a masthead. We can see how Delaprée struggles to convey the
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moral difference between collateral damage of the fighting between armies, still tragic and yet
somehow expected, and total war, which is a sustained, waged attack against non-combatants,
when he forlornly observes:
Many women and children had been killed in the previous days, particularly near
the aerodrome of Cuatro Caminas. These were facts of war. The blind artillery
cannot spare the innocent and kill the armed men. One does not think of
complaining or being indignant, when an old woman who tends her goats is
volatilized by a shell, at one kilometer from the line of fire. It is what one calls
the war.
But, in the night of the 16th, it was quite a different thing. (21)
Here, Delaprée demonstrates the difference between war as the world has seen it in the past and
war as it is being waged on Madrid in 1936. The aerial bombardment introduced the world to a
new kind of capacity for devastation, as a decade later the atom bomb will offer a new vision of
Armageddon. The difference is one of targeting and attempted extermination, or in Ian
Patterson’s language, “obliteration” (2)—this was the first war were an army could attempt to
obliterate an entire civilian population. This new kind of warfare, to put it in the terms the
English used for World War I, was certainly not “sporting,” and a huge breach from the ethics
that sustained the militarism of the Great War.140
In this same dispatch, Delaprée mourns: “But what is the use of abiding any longer on the
description of this martyrdom of Madrid, to enumerate the places where bombs have been
dropped, to describe these mass murders. Horror itself becomes monotonous” (27). We can tell
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from the terms “mass murders” and “horror” that Delaprée issues a strong condemnation of war.
This is followed by an explicit statement of his feelings. He ends the dispatch with the
declaration: “Christ said: Forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing. I think that
after the massacre of innocents in Madrid, we must say: Do not forgive them for they know what
they are doing” (28, emphasis his).
In light of these statements, we can read The Martyrdom of Madrid as a compelling
testimony against war. Whether or not Delaprée intended to protest the Spanish Civil War qua
war in general, his work performs on the register of a peace witness. From Roland Barthes’s
necessary critical interventions in ways of reading, we know that an author’s work can (and often
does) perform independently from authorial intention.141 For all intents and purposes then, it
does not matter nearly as much what Delaprée’s design or program was and matters much more
the way in which the work performs. As we saw in chapter four, after Delaprée’s death, his
dispatches were collected and used as propaganda for the Republic, which implicates Delaprée in
the war-making machine. His own testimony, though, pulls against this project, unveiling the
ambiguities embedded in any ethical project responding to total war: that the same reasons for
abstaining from war can provide the very impetus for intervention. Because both possibilities
are currents in Delaprée’s dispatches, we can read his work as both propaganda and as peace
witness. The language of The Martyrdom of Madrid, as we have seen above, counters the
emphasis of the critical reception and highlights this document’s pacifist threads.
At the heart of this witness lies the image of the Weeping Woman, transmissions of
whom make appearances throughout Guernica and Picasso’s Weeping Woman series of portraits
and studies. As Minchom has convincingly argued, Delaprée gave Picasso a way of imagining
141
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the unimaginable, and when Picasso set out to create Guernica, he did so through the frame of
reference Delaprée provided. These modernist transmissions between the journalist Louis
Delaprée and the painter Pablo Picasso exemplify the way in which the news media influences
the artwork of the time and the way in which modernism interacts with total war, reproducing
images and repeating the terror of it in a simulacra. It also exemplifies the pacifist traces
transmitted and echoed throughout modernism and the global community.

Figure 18: Picasso, Pablo. Cabeza de mujer llorando con pañuelo (III). Postscripto de «Guernica» (Weeping

Woman’s Head with Handkerchief [III]. Postscript of "Guernica"). Image courtesy of
http://www.museoreinasofia.es.

When one reads Delaprée’s descriptions of war one can see Picasso’s Weeping Woman with a
Handkerchief anticipated in the image describing the bombed city: “And all those noises that will
soon become familiar: the stamping of the fugitives, the shrill bells of the ambulances that take
away the wounded, the sobs of the women who plunge their heads into their handkerchiefs
beside you” (MOM 22). Though Picasso’s subject appears to be in a room, not a street, the lack
of background and the grey pallor of the walls place the focus on the woman who buries her head
in her handkerchief, emphasizing her sorrow and pain. It is the resonances of the pain that we
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see on the Madrid street, delivered through Delaprée’s eyes. This is the very same pathos that
flows through Guernica.
Martyrdom of Madrid is a string of horrific images, documenting the atrocities of a
technologized, total war. Delaprée offers us “proof” of the unimaginable nature of human
behavior; accosting his reader with one terrifying and tragic scene after another, his pamphlet is
the argument, like the Spanish photographs, both for and against war. Following Delaprée’s
question “what will it be tomorrow” is always going to be Woolf’s “how are we to prevent war?”
These questions mark the dread of modernity. And the ultimate figure of that dread is the
Weeping Woman. Picasso’s ‘Mother and Dead Child’ of Guernica and the studies for Guernica,
mouth upturned, wailing at the loss of her child echo Delaprée’s images: “Women pressing
against their breasts little babies wrapped within a blanket drag behind their skirts unhappy
children, with dry eyes, with trembling chins” (MOM 14).

The rhythm and cantor of this

sentence has a striking resemblance to the poem accompanying Picasso’s Dream and Lie of
Franco: “Cries of children cries of women cries of birds cries of flowers cries of wood and of
stones cries of bricks cries of furniture of beds of chairs of curtains pans of cats and paper cries
of odors that scratch themselves cries of smoke pecking at the neck…” (quoted from Freeman
28).
Delaprée describes a dead woman and child crushed on the corridor of a bombed out
building. A relief worker spots them: “He notices the child’s corpse, which on the causeway
risks to be crushed for the second time. His hands adroitly remove the broken glass, take the
little corpse and place it on the woman’s heart, close to her right breast in tact. A last flash of the
torch shows us the little childish head on this motherly heart, and everything falls into the night
again” (MOM 23-4). Minchom has identified this story of Delaprée’s as having made its way
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into Guernica, through the image of the torch lamp and the mother and child. Picasso and
Delaprée both use the Weeping Woman figure to illuminate the effects of total war. This vision
of the Madonna is a petrified version of the Mother with Dead Child (III), a variation on the
Weeping Woman142 upon which Robin Greeley remarks, ‘There is a pointed kind of homage
being paid to the profundity of such grief, in which Picasso seeks not to assuage it but to
recognize it, honor it, give it dignity through the empathetic touch of his brush’ (165). In this
study of Mother with Dead Child, Picasso has added an orange streak of tears, so it looks like she
is crying blood.
Delaprée’s Madonna and child recalls Picasso’s Mother with A Dead Child. Or more
correctly, Mother With a Dead Child recalls Madonna and child. Delaprée gives the anonymous
The Guernica female figures, the Weeping Woman series of portraits, and the Mother with Dead Child studies
are part of the same motif, usually classified under ‘Weeping Woman’. Though early in Freeman’s Picasso and the
Weeping Woman she claims, “The weeping women in particular readily lend themselves to varied readings.
Executed mostly during a concentrated period between January and November, 1937, the nearly sixty pictures on
this theme have been inextricably linked to Picasso’s mammoth anti-war canvas, Guernica, completed in June of
that year. Guernica was indeed central to the conception and working out of the motif. However, although Picasso
produced significant numbers of weeping women images a part of his preparation for Guernica, there are in fact no
individual weeping women in the final version of the mural,” her later exploration of the studies of Guernica pulls
against this observation. She shows how the Weeping Woman as a motif was comported into the painting and
displays the kinship between Weeping Woman and what she calls the “wailing” women of Guernica (38-42). As
the studies show, Picasso, in various stages, vacillated between giving the women figures in Guernica tears. A
small study for the composition dated May 9 also makes the resemblance between the women’s eyes in Guernica
and tears quite apparent, showing that for a symbolic, cubist, surrealist artist like Picasso, sometimes the suggestion
of a form stands in for the actuality. Also, the presence and absence of tears in various stages of the painting
demonstrates that whether the Weeping Woman is weeping with tears, weeping dry-eyed over her dead child, or
crying to the ceiling in rage, these variations are manifestations of the same archetype, which for simplicity’s sake
we will call the Weeping Woman. As Freeman says about Picasso’s January 1937 Study of Women’s Heads:
“Clearly Picasso’s preoccupation with Gritos—cries, screams, howls, shrieks—increased between January and
June… These women are clearly related to the weeping women. None has tears, but all have other features that will
be quoted in the weeping women images. All allude to women contorted by violence and horrific pain” (28-29).
Therefore, we can conclude that when Freeman states that there are no actual Weeping Women in Guernica, what
she is imparting is that Picasso did not literally give these women tears. However, I will argue that the shape of the
Mother with Dead Child’s eyes suggest tears, and the various manifestations of the studies for the final portrait do at
times show this character with tears, and as Freeman herself proves, Picasso “quotes” himself and “women
contorted by violence and horrific pain” give the impression of tears yet passed or tears to come. Freeman says,
‘The concept of all three women [in Guernica] originated in Picasso’s earlier sketches for the mother with dead
child…’ (40), thus displaying their kinship to the Weeping Woman figure. Therefore, I will maintain that Guernica
does, in fact, contain three permutations of the Weeping Woman, and can be discussed and considered cloaked
under this term, as they are most certainly and indisputably wailing woman, which we have seen historically is
another version of the Weeping Woman. Greeley, in writing about the Mother with Dead Child study, does so under
the umbrella ‘motif’ of Weeping Woman (165).
142
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Weeping Woman a story. He forces his readers to relive the horror of the war, the blood in the
streets. Delaprée uses the Weeping Woman throughout his writing to shock and awe the
reader—to disturb us so much that we wail with anguish at the injustice of the world, too. The
Weeping Woman performs as a stock character, running on and off stage, transmitted and echoed
throughout modernism, through the bombing and the blood of Spain, compelling a strong
condemnation of war.

Figure 19: Madre con niño muerto (III). Dibujo preparatorio para «Guernica» (Mother with Dead Child [III]. Sketch
for "Guernica"). Image courtesy of www.museoreinasofia.es.

The!Weeping!Woman’s!Ethical!Call!
Pacifism is often mistakenly viewed, especially erroneously by pacifists themselves, as
an apolitical stance. Vera Britain, for example, in Nancy Cunard’s pamphlet Authors Take Sides
on the Spanish Civil War, answered the question of whether she was “for” or “against” the
Republic chose “neutral” because: “As an uncompromising pacifist, I hold war to be a crime
against humanity, whoever fights it and against whomever it is fought. I believe in liberty,
democracy, free thought and free speech. I detest Fascism and all that it stands for, but I do not
believe that we shall destroy it by fighting it” (30). Christine Froula, in her keynote address at
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the International Virginia Woolf Conference 2013, cited the peace historian Martin Caedel as
discussing pacifism as an “exacting personal faith,” exemplifying how pacifism is often thought
about as a matter of religion, not politics. This is especially true for the Quakers, who prided
themselves on neutrality and helping anyone in need during a war. This impartiality between
warring factions became the hinge of the Quaker movements for peace that involved relief work;
their self-professed pacifist political impartiality allowed for them to distribute goods and food in
Spain behind both sides of the line, and it was very essential to their respected status as relief
workers to remain politically “neutral.”143 The Quaker Testimonies in particular, which are
deeply intertwined with personal modes of worship, show that pacifism can be an issue of faith
and politics. Though it does represent an inner belief, an absolutist pacifist stance takes on a
political dimension when it becomes socially manifested and part of the larger cultural
conversation.
I would like to propose that, as opposed to pacifism being apolitical, the kind of pacifism
that Virginia Woolf, Pablo Picasso, and the Quakers practiced (even in light of their personal
faith and motivations), this pacifism is actually a very active, highly radical, political stance.
The kind of pacifism that flourished post-World War I had many different expressions and
permutations, but it consistently opened up a third space for political activity in wartime
initiatives. Pacifism may be non-partisan, but that does not make pacifist work apolitical. Susan
Stanford Friedman, in Mappings, defines politics as “the patterns and study of power relations”
(109), pointing out that feminists have “long insisted that the study of politics not be limited to
government, let alone state formations” (109). Certainly most pacifist philosophies and conflict
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resolution proposals are concerned with the way power is distributed. Even less academic, more
specific, narrowly construed definitions of politics, however, would relate to most pacifist
discourses, including the Quakers’, despite their insistence on political neutrality. The OED’s
various definitions of politics emphasize that politics is a concern with the governance of the
state, not necessarily an alignment with party affiliations. These definitions include the “theory
and practice of government or administration,” “Activities or policies associated with
government, esp. those concerning the organization and administration of a state, or part of a
state, and with the regulation of relationships between states,” and especially pertinent “The
assumptions or principles relating to or underlying any activity, theory, or attitude, esp. when
concerned with questions of power and status in a society.” What we will see is that both
Picasso’s and Woolf’s pacifism, along with the Quakers, is highly concerned with and attentive
to social injustices, distribution of goods, and questions of power and status, as they are
concerned with the ways in which states relate and governments administer force. And in fact,
as Picasso, Woolf, and the Quakers in Spain demonstrate, the projects undertaken in pursuit of an
active pacifism have incredibly political (even if they are not partisan) messages.
Pablo Picasso’s pacifism can be read with logic analogous to what scholars have said
about his communism: that the final, and most overt, expressions of it were a culmination of his
entire life’s experience.144 The Tate Museum’s 2010 exhibit, Picasso Peace and Freedom,
displays both Picasso’s pacifist works and his activist agenda in promoting peace as a public
intellectual. Picasso’s oeuvre, like Woolf’s, became increasingly obviously political and pacifist
in the duration of his career. With paintings like The Charnel House (1944-45); Homage to the
Spaniards (Patriotic Composition) (1947); Monument to the Spaniards who Died for France
144
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(late 1945-31 January 1947); Massacre in Korea (1951); and his complementary murals War
(1952) and Peace (1952); coupled with Picasso’s very public work for peace, attendance of
peace conferences, and donations of money and artwork dedicated to raising money for the
causes of peace post-1944, it is clear why the Tate exhibit features works and focuses on
Picasso’s activity primarily post-Second World War. It is also not a coincidence that Picasso
started very publically advocating for the cause of peace at about the same time as he joined the
Communist Party, in October 1944, following the liberation of France.
However, though his most overtly and clearly identifiable political activity took place
post-World War II, Picasso’s pacifism is evident much earlier in his career and life. Like
Woolf’s socialism, Picasso’s Communism can be seen as a product of his pacifism. Gertje Utly,
in Picasso and the Communist Years, identifies the seeds of Picasso’s politics as “the sociopolitical climate of turn-of-the-century-Barcelona” which was “the scene of labor unrest and a
stronghold of anarchist movements” (11). Utly considers how “Picasso’s lifelong opposition to
all armed conflict may also stem from those early anarchist influences” and maintains that the
“subsequent antagonism between anarchists and Communists in no way precluded the evolution
from one to the other in Picasso’s political sympathies” (12). At bottom, both philosophies
theorized ways in which to eliminate large economic disparities and even out class differences.
Picasso’s causes for peace and Communism were enacted post-1944 in a larger context of
social justice, humanitarian work that fought for equality. With the advent of more
technologized, total war, pacifism took on an activist dimension. In the modernist era, pacifists,
particularly the Quakers,145 who had previously been defined by what they refused to do (the
abstention from war), shifted the terms of their pacifism and started to manifest what Grace
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Brockington calls a “positive peace”—creating conditions in the world that could sustain
perpetual peace. At the heart of this activist pacifism were equality, social justice, and a
redistribution of goods, which we see in Picasso’s great commitment to serve humanity post1944. Lynda Morris and Christophe Gruenenberg, in Picasso: Peace and Freedom observe:
“After the Second World War Picasso became a focal point for global efforts for peace, equality
and human rights and the battle against war, Fascism, discrimination, persecution and hunger…
It could be claimed that, apart from Spain, Picasso’s main concern after 1944 was his defense of
racial equality and support for African, Muslim and Jewish causes” (14-15). He invented the
iconic ‘Dove of Peace,’ which in various permutations came to represent peace conferences and
campaigns.
The Tate museum website states: “Between 1945 and his death, Picasso produced many
benefit editions, posters, prints, drawings and badges featuring the Dove of Peace. Picasso
provided new variations of the peace doves for the posters for each of the peace congresses held
in Paris, Berlin, Stockholm, Vienna, Rome and Moscow. He worked unstintingly for
L’Humanité, the French Communist Party newspaper, for Aragon’s literary paper, Les Lettres
françaises and for the Communist paper Le Patriote de Nice et du Sud-Est.”146 His interest in
human rights and the distribution of wealth speaks to the larger social justice concerns that
accompany his pacifism and communism.
Though Picasso became more “militant”147 concerning his causes after the Second World
War, his commitment to peace was always already there. Pierre Daix reminisces that “His
‘commitment’, as we called it then, to peace was, as I saw, a constant throughout his life” (PPF
21). As Utly cites, “Clues to Picasso’s pacifist stance, for example, have been discovered in
146

See the Tate Museum Website: www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-liverpool/exhibition/picasso-peace-andfreedom. Accessed February 24, 2014.
147
See Utly, Picasso: The Communist Years p 25.
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several of the newspaper clippings in his Synthetic Cubist papiers collés” (Communist Years 13),
which was early in his career, before the 1920’s. Therefore, when we study Guernica the
painting, we can read this as not only a tragic indictment of war, we can also read with hindsight
through the activist endeavors that Picasso undertook in his later years and understand Guernica
to be an alternate response to total war. Guernica, and the following Weeping Women series of
portraits, issue an ethical injunction to stop the horrors of war, though these works also pull
against themselves because of the ethical paradox of total war. The Weeping Woman, in all her
iterations, is at once an invitation to think peace into existence through compelling an absolutist
pacifist stance, as she is a cry for help to end the civilian suffering. Painting her, giving her a
face, allowing her an image with which to come to life and become manifest within-the-world, is
Picasso’s response to her call. Picasso’s Guernica, and his Weeping Woman series of portraits,
not only functioned as fundraisers for the Republic, providing very real support to very real
people,148 they also filled an imaginative space of allowing people to picture the unimaginable.
Other artists and thinkers outside of Spain started to phenomenologically experience the war
through Picasso’s art,149 and it is certainly possible that Woolf was one of these. Three Guineas
captures the spirit in the resonances of Guernica and the wails of the Weeping Woman.

148

Picasso was an avid supported of the Spanish Refugees throughout the Civil War and during the Franco
regime. His highly satirical grotesque cartoon Songe et Mensong de Franco (The Dream and Lie of Franco) was
“produced in a limited edition of 1000, the sales were destined to benefit the Spanish Refugee Relief” (van Hensberg
27). Utly tells us that “Guernica was given to the Spanish Republic by Picasso, and he also conferred the 150,000
francs he had received for expenses to the fund for Republican exiles. The fund also benefited from the proceeds of
the many charitable exhibitions of Guernica” (25).
149
Ian Patterson in Guernica and Total War discusses the way in which Guernica became a crystallized image of
the horrors of total warfare and provided poets and thinkers a vocabulary with which to talk about the events in
Spain, speculating that “probably more poets were inspired by Picasso’s painting” (67) than other poets or other
references to the bombing. “The painting came close to providing a new visual language for such events by virtue
of the number of times it was reproduced and the amount of commentary it generated… poems like J.F Henry’s
‘Picasso: for Guernica’ (1939) helped to create a vocabulary for subsequent work” (68).
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Picasso’s series of Weeping Women portraits are the externalized radical figures of the
ethical quandary of total war, compelling our protest as viewers and authorizing the transgression
between painting and politics, between modernism and war. The Mother with the Dead Child,
who has been immortalized at the far left of the painting under the bull, drags herself across the
basement floor, mouth upturned in an endlessly silent wail, refusing to let go of her dead baby.
In the study Mother with Dead Child III, drafted on May 28, 1937, she cries orange tears of
blood. This Weeping Woman encapsulates all the breaches that total war initiates, while
designating women’s space in war as both the supplier of soldiers and civilian causalities and as
the one left to commemorate the soldiers who have died. The Weeping Woman is purely tragic
because, unlike the hero who will be written into the histories and sung about by the bard, the
Weeping Woman will pass anonymously into, in Heidegger’s terms, “the time of the world’s
night” (Poetry, Thought, Language 89), as the one who remembers. She is the one who
remembers, but she is also the one who, with her mouth upturned, and her cry to the sky, insists
that we (as humans) act and respond to her cry and intervene in the advent of total war.
According to Freeman, when Guernica left Picasso’s studio, he abandoned the other
classical tropes of war victims: the fallen soldier and the mother with dead child. The Weeping
Woman, however, “haunted” him. Almost as if trapped in a repetition compulsion, “He drew her
frequently, almost obsessively, for the next several months. She was the metaphor for his own
private agonies” (Freeman 61). An archetype of mourning, Picasso played out his own pain in
hers. “On one level the Weeping Woman represented the victims of Guernica. She was the
grieving mother, the terrified peasant, the stunned survivor” (68).
Guernica, for T.J. Clark, author of Picasso and Truth, comports a metaphysics that
emphasizes being-in-the-world, prompting, “Questions of space, primarily–of outside and inside,
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public and private, proximity and loss of bearings” (237). Having earlier discussed the
relationship between the room (the inside), the window (a contained porthole to the outside), and
the landscape (the outside) in this series of Mellon lectures, Clark reads Picasso’s paintings as
existentialist (though he does not use that term) due to their play with substance—their
monumental existence and their positing existence in relation to existence—in other words, their
entirely worldly quality: “Because being itself, for Picasso, is being ‘in’” (102). And this being
“in” is also being-with, as Heidegger (whom Clarke does not cite directly in his lectures, but
does echo his language) demonstrates with his concept of mitsein or being-with.150 Clark muses,
following the existentialist metaphysical tract, “Of course the ultimate point of space in painting
is to make real a moment of being-with-others—a disposition of ourselves as bodies” (116). In
this way, then, Picasso’s work frames or proposes an ethical encounter, ethics here defined as the
way in which one responds to the precariousness of the Other’s life.151
What I will call the ethical encounter of Guernica happens at the foreclosure of
modernity for Clark, a modernity of intimacy and small, private spaces, epitomized in cubism’s
and Matisse’s over-stuffed, embroidered rooms and bourgeois values. Read as marking the end
of an era by Clark, cubism “was the last of the nineteenth century’s great historical revivals.
And the thing of the past it aimed to resuscitate was modernity itself” (85). The tension between
nostalgia for the past—and remember, nostalgia is missing or remembering precisely what never
existed, or what did not happen—and a rush into the future, or an intrusion of the present
150

According to Heidegger in Being and Time: “The world is always the one that I share with Others. The world
of Dasein is a with-world {Mitwelt}. Being-in is Being-with Others. Their Being-in-themselves within-the-world is
Dasein-with {Mitdasein}” (155). As we can see from this passage, Others constitute Dasein’s being (Dasein is that
being which can contemplate its own being). In other words, “I” is not an isolated ontological entity–the
metaphysics of the “I” is a “We”–Others make me who I am .
151
Judith Butler, in Precarious Life, notes: “Emmanuel Levinas offers a conception of ethics that rests upon an
apprehension of the precariousness of life, one that begins with the precarious life of the Other. He makes use of the
“face” as a figure that communicates both the precariousness of life and the interdiction on violence… Levinas
argues that ethics is precisely a struggle to keep fear and anxiety from turning into murderous action” (XVIII).
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moment into that past, is here one of Picasso’s many modernist gestures, marked by the invasion
of the outside into the small drawing room, or alternately, marked by the opening of the room
onto the world, what Clark calls “the room’s leakage into depth” or the “the introjection of
outside into interior” (94). Picasso’s struggle with balancing intimate space and the “wild
outside to existence” (146) culminates in Guernica, where the lines between politics and
domesticity, outside and inside, home and battlefront, are exploded, which delineates “a specific
shape and depth to experience—coming to an end” (240) and “ushered in the last century’s, and
our century’s, War of Terror—terror largely administered by the state—in which tens of millions
would die” (240). Guernica then asks us, its viewers, how do we, as humans, cope with the
advent of total war? How are we to react when the state invades the home? How are we to
ethically respond to the call of the other?

The!Artist!Must!Take!Sides!
If the Spanish Civil War made pacifism, as Stanly Wienthraub has declared in The Last
Great Cause, “intolerable” (9), it also made political neutrality, for all intents and purposes,
impossible. As the extensive history of Anglophone Spanish Civil War writing attests, Spain
became an imaginative space upon which many in Britain projected their own hopes and fears,
envisioned their future trajectory, and realized fully the ramifications of the First World War and
the ensuing armistice. As we have seen from Muriel Rukeyser’s poetry, Pablo Picasso’s
paintings, Dora Maar’s and Gerda Taro’s photographs, and numerous examples from Spanish
Civil War literature and propaganda posters, the turmoil in Spain, the advent of total war, and the
increased technological advancement of weaponry together compelled the Spanish Civil War to
be represented in modernist terms. The case studies of Guernica, The Weeping Woman Series of
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Portraits, and Three Guineas, demonstrate that when writers and artists engaged the ethical
issues that the Spanish Civil War introduced, they frequently did so in modernist terms. The
overt interplay between art and politics that developed in the 1930’s has made many claim that
modernism ended with the 1920’s, that modernism fell to a documentary realist mode, but this
traditional narrative of modernism fails to take into account the iconic “high” modernists—
Picasso, Woolf, Nancy Cunard, Ernest Hemingway, Langston Hughes, Muriel Rukeyser—who
engaged the issues of Spanish Civil War well into the 1930’s within modernist terms. It also
fails to take into account the way in which the causes for Spain, the political activity, and the
discourses surrounding the relief work and activist networking that supported Spainish relief
adopted modernist artistic techniques in their publicity, narrative recounting, and their
fundraising. The same networks writing pamphlets, raising funds, and rallying to Aid Spain
were the writers and artists producing modernist works both emblematic of the fervor of the era
and the political embeddedness of the collapse of life into art and art into life.
Paul Robeson, in his speech entitled “The Artist Must Take Sides” delivered at the
massive aid Spain rally, organized by the National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief (NJC) to
raise money for the Spanish Refugee Children held at Royal Albert Hall on June 24th, 1937, best
captures the atmosphere of the era and powerfully imparts the stakes of the conflict in Spain. He
explains,
Every artist, every scientist, must decide NOW where he stands. He has no
alternative. There is no standing above the conflict on Olympian heights. There
are no impartial observers. Through the destruction–in certain countries–of the
greatest of man’s literary heritages, through the propagation of false ideas of
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racial and national superiority, the artist, the scientist, the writer is challenged.
The battlefront is everywhere. There is no sheltered rear (118).
Here Robeson situates the artist and the intellectual as a key player in battling for the “cause of
humanity” (118). The artist, the intellectual, removed from their ivory towers and situated
within-the-world, thrust into the exterior spaces of Picasso’s Guernica and Delaprée’s Madrid,
plays an essential role in preserving, what Woolf in Three Guineas, echoing and interrogating
Robeson’s sentiments, calls “culture and intellectual liberty” (TG 102). Robeson contends,
“Again I say, the true artists cannot hold himself aloof. The legacy of culture from our
predecessors is in danger” (118), equating the fight against fascism with the preservation of
culture and society, which is dependent upon the survival of the artist.
“Culture and intellectual liberty,” the argument goes, could not exist without poetry,
which could not exist without the freedom of expression and social supports that make the arts
possible. Woolf, in “Why Art Today Follows Politics,” discusses the convergence between art
and politics during the time of the Spanish Civil War. She wrote this short essay for Artists
International Association, of which her nephew, Quentin Bell, was a member. This is the very
same association affiliated with the International Peace Movement and Peace Column and
Pavilion at the Paris 1937 Exposition Internationale des Arts et Techniques, an association that
recognized the collusion of art and politics and used an artistic mission to support the cause for
peace. In this 1936 essay, Woolf picks up on similar concerns as Robeson, pointing out that the
artist is a highly sensitized member of the community, a “member of the superstructure” (269) as
Jane Marcus notes in “No More Horses,” and as such in Marcus’s words, “he must be politically
active to insure his own survival and that of his art” (269). Woolf ends the essay with an averal
of the importance of organizations like the Artists International Association, stating that, “[The
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artist] is forced to take part in politics: he must form himself into societies like the Artists
International Association. Two causes of supreme importance to him are in peril. The first is his
own survival: the other is the survival of his art” (215). Her presence at the aid Spain rally,
where she and Leonard sat on the platform behind the speakers (D V5 98 ft. 19), and a
comprehensive overview of her political activism outlined by Rogers in Modernism and the New
Spain (144-151) simply scratch the surface of her political commitments.
As will be discussed more fully in the following section and the following chapter, the
larger scope of Woolf’s activism lies in her writing and its potential to influence and shape the
world, which also amounts to possibly the most powerful argument that can be made for the
artist’s involvement in politics. Woolf pasted a typed-out excerpt into her reading notebooks
dated July 25, 1936, one week after the start of the Spanish Civil War, called War and Writers
that likewise addresses the interconnection between writing and political activism. “Modern war
and preparations for war are hostile to the arts, and most of all to writing,” the piece opens. It
continues on to distinguish from wars of the past and modern wars, concluding that even if wars
of the past were fertile, productive sources for art, modern war would sterilize any fertile seed
that past war has sown. It foretells, “It is on civilians that war will in future have its most lethal
effect.” It continues on to assert that:
The time has come for all those who care for the well-being of our civilization to
take resolute action for peace… [Writers] can try to undermine the war mentality
and spread the spirit of peace. They can refuse to be intimidated by the threats of
war-mongers. They can do much to restrain national and racial passions. By
seeking to understand and interpret the conflicting temperaments and ideals of
potential national enemies, they can help all peoples to feel their underlying
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kinship. Above all they can help men to know themselves, to be aware of their
own motives, to feel and think sincerely, and so to fortify themselves against the
insidious passions of the mob and the hypnotic influence of mob-leaders.
(Indexed as entry 28, Scrapbook 2)
Writing, as the modernists demonstrate and as propagandists exploit, has the potential to shape
perception and therefore the world. In attempting to ‘spread the spirit of peace,’ the artists and
writers addressing the Spanish Civil War, therefore, unfold an alternative response to the ethical
call of total war. Paul Robeson, Virginia Woolf, Pablo Picasso, and the Quaker relief workers in
Spain fought to create a sustainable, highly active, “positive peace,” spread and supported by
their art, which became their testimonies.
The Weeping Woman became a sign under which modernists, activists, and concerned
citizens rallied during the Spanish Civil War and was the figure under which the aid Spain rally
at Albert Hall on June 24th gathered—the fundraising event entitled Spain & Culture that drew
famous modernist artist and intellectuals, in addition to Paul Robeson, Virginia Woolf, Vanessa
Bell, Duncan Grant, E.M. Forrester, H.G. Wells, Henry Moore, and C.D. Lewis, W.H. Auden,
and Stephen Spender. Featured on the flyer, a version of Mother with Dead Child by Picasso
demonstrates how pervasive and ubiquitous the iconic Weeping Woman stock character of the
Spanish Civil War became.
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Figure 20: Poster used in Spain & Culture Rally. Image courtesy of Royal Albert Hall Archives.
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Figure 21: Back of poster for Spain & Culture Rally With Picasso's Sketch. Image courtesy of Royal Albert Hall
Archives.
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As we can see from above, Virginia Woolf’s name is associated
with the Picasso sketch, as she was listed on the back of the very
same flyer. She writes in her diary about the auction that ensued
to raise money for the Basque children; two pictures were sold
and donated to the cause, one by Picasso and one by Edmund X.
Knapp (D V5 99). However, Woolf does not specify which
Picasso picture was sold, nor does she describe what it looks like,
a passage in British Women and the Spanish Civil War tells us that

Figure 22: Edmund X. Knapp
Picture auctioned in Spain & Culture
Rally. Image courtesy of Royal
Albert Hall Archives.

the Picasso image auctioned was a framed version of the sketch
featured on the flyer.152 An image of the Knapp picture can be

seen in figure twenty-six.
The Spain & Culture poster demonstrates that the connections among the three
modernists—Delaprée, Woolf, and Picasso—concerning the Weeping Woman are more than
theoretical or conceptual; they are concrete and actual, as is the very real non-military, pacifist
work that both Picasso and Woolf undertake to support the Spanish refugees. Minchom has
established the traces of Delaprée in Picasso’s work; we know that Woolf included Delaprée in
her reading notebooks; and Woolf was a main figure at the rally where the above Weeping
Woman iteration, which has a striking resemblance to Guernica’s Mother and Dead Child, was
the central, promotional featured topic of discussion, the emblematic icon of total war.
152

In British Women and the Spanish Civil War, Jackson quotes Yvonne Kapp (who helped organize the event) at
length concerning the Albert Hall meeting where it was rumored that Picasso attended, though Kapp points out he
was never there: “Well, it’s a lovely story but it’s untrue because we went to see Picasso in Paris and asked him to
come and he said, ‘I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.’ And he was doing sketches for ‘Guernica—doing sketches all the time
for the big thing that he was going to do and he hated flying and we’d arranged an escort to fly with him so there’d
be no difficulty for him. So, he couldn’t—he would not leave his studio. So what he did was to give us one of the
sketches for ‘Guernica’ of that day, and it’s dated and signed and it’s the 8th of May and it’s the second sketch of the
day and we used it as the cover of the programme for the Albert Hall meeting, and the original we had framed and it
was auctioned” (70).
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Missed!Connections!
In fact, Picasso himself was supposed to have attended the Spain & Culture rally,
escorted by Quentin Bell, Woolf’s nephew. Clive Bell, Quentin’s father, and Picasso were
regular acquaintances. In his musings on Bloomsbury, Quentin recounts meeting Picasso on
several occasions, including at his studio while Guernica was being painted:
The Spanish Republic had asked Picasso to paint a mural for its pavilion at the
exhibition. I do not know whether Vanessa and Duncan were especially
interested in this work but they were in Paris for a few days in
May and decided to pay him a visit. I accompanied them… one mounted a
splendid flight of stairs and found oneself in a room which, although fairly
large, was too narrow for his still unfinished picture of the bombing of Guernica.
It therefore stood askew against the far wall… For some time we gazed silently at
Guernica, then Vanessa said ‘C’est bien terrifiante’. (16-17)
Quentin then recalls how his motivation for seeing Picasso was to obtain his signature on a letter
to the Times, on behalf of the Artists International Association in support of fundraising for the
Spanish Refugee Children, “intended to precede a monster meeting at the Albert Hall at which
half the intelligentsia of the world would be present. I had been asked… to secure the signatures
of Picasso and Matisse” (17). Quentin’s strategy for getting Matisse’s signature was to have
Picasso sign first and then tell Matisse Picasso had signed. It worked. Quentin did successfully
obtain both signatures, though the Times refused to print the letter. Quentin also later asked
Picasso to attend the Albert Hall meeting, which he hesitatingly agreed to, but then failed to
allow Quentin to accompany him.
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Though I can find no evidence that Picasso and Woolf ever met, their circles certainly
overlapped. Picasso frequently visited with Woolf’s brother-in-law; one day, when Virginia and
Clive Bell were having dinner at the Savoy Grill Room in July 1919, Clive “pointed out to me
Picasso & Mme Picasso off to the ballet” (D 1 290). Vanessa Bell saw Guernica in the studio,
unfinished, before it was displayed. Woolf attended the rally where Picasso supplied the art for
the flyer. Quentin obtained Picasso’s signature for a letter that was written by the same
organization to whom Woolf’s short 1936 essay “Why Art Today Follows Politics” was
addressed. Virginia Woolf and Picasso both chose causes that supported non-combatants;
donating to the Spanish Refugee Relief Fund, supporting the Basque children, they provided
activist responses to total war that politically engage current events without calling for a military
intervention. Both modernists supported causes in line with a pacifist ethos; they took a stand,
but it was one that opted for non-violence. Picasso “supplied milk to needy children in
Barcelona, helped fund a hospital for Spanish Refugees in the French city of Toulouse, privately
offered monetary assistance to friends and strangers alike, and he eagerly assented when plans
were presented to him for a series of fundraising exhibitions of Guernica in Great Britain”
(Picasso’s War 135). Woolf, “who was already involved with a variety of feminist causes,
began participating more visibly in relief efforts and anti-fascist intellectual groups that
advocated for the Republic and its refugees” (MNS 147). Marcus tells us that “She donated some
manuscript pages of Three Guineas (now in the Berg Collection of the New York Public
Library) to be sold for the aid of refugees from the Spanish Civil War” (TG li), much in the same
way Picasso donated his picture for auction. Even if Woolf and Picasso never met, it would be
fair to say that Picasso was a familiar artist to Woolf, and that his images circulated amongst
Woolf’s cultural orbit. Rogers mentions that “Woolf was among the sponsors of a showing of
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Pablo Picasso’s Guernica at the Burlington Gallery in 1938” (MNS 148). Therefore, when we
read the gaps in Three Guineas and look for images that have informed its construction,
Picasso’s iconic women are a good place to start in setting an aesthetic, visual backdrop and mise
en scene for Woolf’s documentary project.

And!Virginia!Woolf!Wept!
Yes, we may say, Virginia Woolf wept. She wept at the sight of the refugees from Bilbao.
-

Jane Marcus, Introduction, Three Guineas

In light of American presence in Afghanistan and Iraq, given the outpouring of refugees
flowing from Syria, and the alternative to military action that Russia proposed for Syrian
chemical weapon disarmament, which has deterred an American invasion of Syria, Mark
Hussey’s statement that Woolf’s work is “unfolding in contexts that resonate deeply with current
cultural questions” (“After Lives” 14) could hardly be more apropos. Woolf’s central question
of Three Guineas, in response to Europe at the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War and mobilizing
for the Second World War, could as appropriately be asked today: “How in your opinion are we
to prevent war?” As Hussey continues in his essay, “Woolf: After Lives,” to relate Woolf to
post-modern philosophers in the lineage of Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Wittgenstein,
Bachelard, Benjamin, Adorno, to name a few, he arrives at the assertion that Woolf’s
“philosophy” is “grounded in embodied being-in-the-world” (20). Woolf’s being-in-the-world
can be read analogous to Picasso’s substantial murals, a being that is always already being-with
and this being-with occurs within a very definite frame of the Spanish Civil War morphing into
the Second World War, the ramifications of which are still resounding through our lives today.
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Being-in-the-world requires a world of substance, a world of objects, a world of relations,
a world of moving, dynamic pieces that come into contact with each other, influence each other,
have resonances within each other in ways that may or may not be identifiable. Virginia Woolf
is an existentialist writer, even if she continually undoes the notion of a stable subject, in that her
work is very materially situated within the moving parts of the superstructure, ingrained in its
very time and place. Lolly Ockerstorm, in “Photography, History, and Memoir of the Spanish
Civil War: Interdisciplinary Views,” putting Woolf in conversation with authors Gerard Brenan
and Gammel Woolsey, argues that each of their visions of the Spanish Civil War was “quite
literally based on where they were located when the events occurred” (73). As Three Guineas
itself makes clear, it is a porous text with a multiplicity of influences, collected from newspaper
articles, photographs, propaganda leaflets, letters requesting money, manifestos to be signed in
support of one cause or another, cultural conversations, pamphlets, some of the sources of which
can be traced back to Woolf’s reading notebooks and other works.
This being-in, situated-ness, is not to say that Woolf’s work speaks only to a singular
moment; indeed, it is its groundedness that allows for her cannon to fluctuate between singularity
and allegory, between the present and the past, between a temporal moment and timelessness.
As Woolf’s work is embedded in its place and time, it is in conversation with the past and
foreshadowing a future to which it contributes. Woolf, then, exhibits the “historical sense” Eliot
promotes in “Tradition and the Individual Talent,”: “Which is a sense of the timeless as well as
of the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal together” that “involves a perception, not
only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence” (38). Works like The Waves juxtapose larger,
life, natural cycles against the daily existence of six main characters. Mrs. Dalloway shows the
history of the Empire in the day of the life of the main character. Reading Woolf, then, is a
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constant maneuver between temporalities, shifting between her immediate present, the past that
is embedded in the present, and the way in which Woolf relates to contemporary readers’
presents and futures.
As Picasso’s peace activism can be read as the logical expression of his life’s experiences,
Woolf’s Three Guineas can be read as the expression of her lifetime politics, her overt political
peace pamphlet, powerfully stating everything that all her other works were always already
saying. Hussey points out in his Introduction to Virginia Woolf and War, “all Woolf’s work is
deeply concerned with war; and that from her earliest to her final work she sought to explore and
make clear the connections between private and public violence, between the domestic and the
civic effects of patriarchal society, between male supremacy and the absence of peace, and
between ethics and aesthetics” (3). Taking the pacifist and political currents that run through all
of Woolf’s works into account, which creates a dialogue amongst her entire oeuvre, along with
the specificities and grounded-ness of Three Guineas within its cultural influences, and the way
in which Woolf situates her own project as part of a historical continuum when she connects
ancient Greece to present day Europe that even extends to today’s contemporary political global
moment in its very relevance, what necessarily unfolds is an intertextual methodology of reading.
We must read Three Guineas across Woolf’s texts, in conversation with her reading notebooks153
across time periods, across the cultural conversations to which Three Guineas contributes, in an
analysis that recognizes the range of sources and takes into consideration the way in which the
narrative gaps and absences point to deeper levels of intertextual influences.
This responds to Anne Fernald’s call for more “intertextual” readings of Woolf’s work
and Fernald’s observation that, “Woolf evolved a style of highly integrated intertextual
153

Reading notebooks that, according to Patricia Laurence in “The Facts and Fugue of War,” create a “visual
collage and then a dialogue that structures one’s reading” (237).
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references, much harder to identify than allusions in the texts of her fellow modernists. These
combined factors have resulted in texts on Woolf’s literary heritage that limit themselves to the
project of identification, demonstrating that Woolf read widely, but not analyzing the
significance of a particular allusion at a particular point in the plot” (54). Fernald’s essay,
“Woolf and Intertextuality,” pulls upon Gérard Genette’s framework, itemizing five categories
that can be employed to think through the references and sources of Three Guineas. Fernald
outlines them as: “1) quotation and plagiarism; 2) paratextuality, or the relation between a major
text and its many ancillary texts (including diaries, prior versions, and even publicity material);
3) metatextuality, or commentary by critics and readers; 4) architextuality, or a text’s
relationship to its genre and finally 5) hypertextuality, which comprises any relationship between
two texts other than commentary” (54-55).
In thinking through the way in which Woolf subverts the figure of the Weeping Woman,
a figure which constitutes cultural images surrounding the Spanish Civil War, these categories
can help us think across texts and open conversations between Picasso’s, Woolf’s, and
Delaprée’s hypertextuality, and within Woolf’s own relationship to weeping and reading. In
engaging Three Guineas’ paratextuality and examining her diaries and reading notebooks—
which are more akin to scrapbooks than journals and contain newspaper clippings and articles,
quotes typed out, letters saved and pasted into the pages—it becomes clear that Three Guineas
takes part in an ongoing cultural conversation played out in the media and literature surrounding
public causes. The notebooks point out that not only Woolf, but the entire public sphere, was
consistently concerned with pacifism, war and peace, women’s relationships to politics and work,
women’s rights and reproduction, and the connections among war, the universities, and church.
A paratextual reading of Three Guineas, then, demonstrates that Woolf does not simply
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introduce ethical issues for philosophical pondering; Three Guineas is a dynamic hybrid-generic
project that engages the social concerns of the moment and adds to the evolving public discourse.
It is a text that makes an intervention in the cultural conversation and shows us an alternative
way of responding to total war. One of these many interventions is the way in which Woolf
addresses women’s involvement in war-making and their position as influential members of
society.
Woolf, in her post-First World War short story “A Society,” through interrogating the
question of whether it is worth bringing children into the world, discusses the maternal lament of
war-making, connecting women’s literary critical potential to pacifism and the ability to read.
Jane Marcus has observed that Three Guineas is ‘part of a series beginning with ‘A Society,’
(TG l) and here Woolf appropriates the Weeping Woman to argue against war. She later, in
Three Guineas, constructs a global pacifism reliant upon a transnational feminism and socialism
that compels the Weeping Woman to dry her eyes and cry out rage, not sadness, but we can trace
the beginning of this growth to “A Society.” Woolf’s Weeping Women characters, encountered
in Betty Flanders writing a letter at the opening of Jacob’s Room mourning her husband next to
the seashore,154 and in the character of Poll of ‘A Society’,155 has hum that accompanies her to
the rhythm of Charles Kingsley’s poem ‘Three Fishers,’156 whose refrain is “men must work and
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Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room, 3.
Virginia Woolf, Complete Shorter Fiction, 124.
156
Here is part of Kingsley’s ‘The Three Fishers’:
Three fishers went sailing away to the West,
Away to the West as the sun went down;
Each thought on the woman who loved him the best;
And the children stood watching them out of the town;
For men must work, and women must weep,
And there’s little to earn, and many to keep, …
155

Three corpses lay out on the shining sands
In the morning gleam as the tide went down,
And the women are weeping and wringing their hands
For those who will never come home to the town;
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women must weep.” It is the Weeping Woman, the woman outside of the war-making system,
who alters the cycle of violence. The Weeping Woman, once her wail establishes a voice and
learns a language with which to object, ultimately contains the possibility for peace in Three
Guineas.
In “A Society,” Woolf points out the connection between reading, weeping, and political
dissent. Five young women learn to read and, in the process, how to critique the war-making
system. “A Society,” a short story of a group of women who meet regularly to discover whether
men live up to the aim of life, which is to “produce good people and good books” (CSF 126),
centers around women’s literacy and pivots on the outbreak of the war. It opens with Poll
bursting into tears because of the sorry state of literature, and closes with the tears of one of the
daughters of the group, because she has been told that she is the future president of the society.
The Weeping Woman is an inherited role passed between generations, where the women who
birth children who die on the battlefield are destined to mourn. However, in Woolf’s works the
subversive power of coming into language, learning a lexicon of dissent, and being able to
critically analyze has the potential to both awaken and radicalize the Weeping Woman:
If we hadn't learnt to read," she said bitterly, "we might still have been bearing
children in ignorance and that I believe was the happiest life after all. I know what
you're going to say about war," she checked me, "and the horror of bearing
children to see them killed, but our mothers did it, and their mothers, and their
mothers before them. And they didn't complain. They couldn't read. (CSF 134)
Woolf traces a long lineage of women’s pain and the generations of soldiers having been born
only to be slaughtered on the battlefield, but she also shows her hope, to be restated and more
For men must work, and women must weep, …
‘Three Fishers’ in The Heart of Oak Books Volume IV, p. 104.
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fully realized in Three Guineas, that the world can change and women are in the position to
create a different future. Women in their current historical moment, however, can criticize the
war-making process because they have learned to read. Before women could read, they mourned
the death of their sons who were sent off to war, but they did not object. Dissention from the
system only occurred with the development of a critical analysis. In other words, women may
have mourned their dead, but they had to enter an economy of language in order to articulate that
mourning.
The connection between motherhood and birthing cannon fodder appears again in
Woolf’s scrapbooks and is redacted and reiterated in Three Guineas. In footnote ten of the first
section, following the statement that “Our class [the class of the educated man’s daughter] is the
weakest of all the classes in the state. We have no weapon with which to enforce our will,”
Woolf quotes a newspaper article from March 5, 1937, which she pasted into her third notebook.
This article, published under the headline “Women divided on ‘more babies campaign’,” reports
on the debate over a resolution to increase social services in order to “make the economic
position of people with children at least a favourable as that of those without” (Scrapbook 3).
Woolf includes this conversation in Three Guineas, when, in her footnote, she declares:
There is of course one essential that the educated woman can supply: children.
And one method by which she can help to prevent war is to refuse to bear
children. Thus Mrs. Helena Normanton is of opinion that “The only thing that
women in any country can do to prevent war is to stop the supply of ‘cannon
fodder’”… The fact that the birth rate in the educated class is falling would seem
to show that educated women are taking Mrs. Normanton’s advice. It was offered
them in very similar circumstances over two thousand years ago by Lysistrata
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(173-174).
This quote demonstrates the way in which Woolf uses her hybrid-generic modernist technique of
experimental open-letter, peace pamphlet, and essay to stage a critical intervention in cultural
conversations while proposing methods for preventing war. Woolf here offers the solution to the
Weeping Woman’s perpetual pain: abstain from birthing children until the threat of war is
dissipated.
Virginia Woolf herself became the Weeping Woman in witnessing the exile of the
Basque people. The sight of the refugees moved her to tears. Woolf recounts:
As I reached 52, a long trail of fugitives—like a caravan in a desert—came
through the square: Spaniards flying from Bilbao… Somehow brought tears to
my eyes, tho’ no one seemed surprised. Children trudging along; women in
London cheap jackets with gay cases, & bright blue enamel kettles, very large, &
saucepans, filled I suppose with gifts from some Charity—a shuffling trudging
procession, flying—impelled by machine guns in Spanish fields to trudge through
Tavistock Sqre, along Gordon Square, then where? – clasping their enamel kettles
(D 5 97).
It is when the Weeping Woman dries her eyes and unites with other women against war, when
women cease to weep and get to work, that a possibility for peace opens up, as Woolf’s title for
the truncated, American version of Three Guineas, “Women Must Weep—Or Unite Against
War,” makes clear. With this title, the American serialized edition of Three Guineas presents us
with a choice—either women weep, or they band together in protest of war.157 This potential
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It is possible that the sub-title was omitted in error from the first instalment: see The Essays, 163, n. 1. For a
discussion of Kingsley’s line ‘in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century feminist rhetoric’, see Naomi Black,
Virginia Woolf as Feminist, 134-5.
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organizing, however, is reliant upon women’s ability to support themselves. According to
Marcus, “to the imagined complaints of the assembled characters of Three Guineas, the weeping
female chorus asserts women’s right to work” (TG lxv).
The scrapbooks reflect Woolf’s concern with women’s labor, and Three Guineas picks
up this thread as an essential component for Woolf’s pacifist vision. Her reading notebooks
include a letter to the editor called “Should Women Work?” that argues women were suitable
substitutes for men while they were at war, but employers are making a mistake by continuing to
employ them in the post-First World War climate. Woolf quotes this article, in a series of
excerpts that she features in Three Guineas to interrogate the accusations leveled by men like
C.M. Joad and H.G. Wells that women, since entering the public sphere, have had the
opportunity to help prevent war, and they have failed. Woolf explores why women have failed
to turn the tides on war, and she discovers it is because working women have no money; they
may be employed, but they are too poor to support anything but their own survival. Though
women may be legally allowed to find work, the “atmosphere” (64) around women’s
employment is quite fraught, amounting to low wages and a failure to thrive.
Another article, “Equal Pay for Women: It would be to men’s advantage,” expresses one
of Woolf’s central themes throughout Three Guineas: that the patriarchal structure is
interconnected with fascism. The article states: “I am convinced that if Spain comes under
Fascist dictatorship the position of Spanish women will be just as terrible as it is to-day in Italy
and Germany, where the Fascists even exercise the right of interfering in such personal things as
women’s dress, the use of cosmetics, and where it Italy, at any rate, it is illegal for women to
work for equal pay with men” (Scrapbook 2, 35). This quote illustrates the main concerns of a
spreading fascism that would eliminate women’s emancipation, and displays the connection
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between fascism and the English patriarchy. Implicit in this quote, placed under the headline
that “equal pay for women would be to men’s advantage” is the embedded relationship between
patriarchal structures and fascist governments; one that Woolf makes explicit through her
analysis of newspapers. She writes, “There… is the egg of the very same worm that we know
under other names in other countries. There we have in embryo the creature, Dictator as we call
him when he is Italian or German, who believes that he has the right, whether given by God,
Nature, sex or race is immaterial, to dictate to other human beings how they shall live; what they
shall do” (TG 65). Three Guineas is a political treatise that offers alternate solutions and
responses to total war—solutions not addressed to men, who have already cultivated the fighting
habit and can often see no other possibility for resolution—but to women, who are just entering
the labor force, and are at a moment of “transition” (84) in being inculcated into the public realm.
Women’s labor is essential to creating the kind of world that can sustain peace—a world
in which men and women are equal, and feminine “values” offset the male “habit” to fight.
Women’s financial independence means that women can band together for their own causes, and
live independently from old institutional systems and constraints. Woolf argues, “For to help
women earn their livings in the professions is to help them to possess that weapon of
independent opinion which is still their most powerful weapon. It is to help them to have a mind
of their own and a will of their own with which to help you prevent war” (TG 71). It is in the
power of the outside, influencing, pulling against, and challenging the center, that the possibility
for peace lies.
For Woolf, women are both complicit in perpetuating and entirely dependent upon the
war-making system. However, no matter how women have participated through their sins of
omission in allowing their sons to go to war, and in keeping the war-making structures in place,
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because of their lack of equality and utter disenfranchisement, having been kept outside of the
institutions, they have the potential to effect change upon a system of which they are not a
submersed part. Because they are outside the system, women are not the ones to go to war. Men
must work and women must weep. This, then, is how Woolf’s feminism merges with her
pacifism: women, banded together in an “Outsider’s Society” (TG 126), can effect change from
outside the power structure. Her ‘indifference’ (129) to war will be her protest; her refusal to
take part in the war-making game will be its demise.
It is women’s very status of outsider that allows Woolf’s feminism to be at the root of her
pacifism and constitutes the foundations of Woolf’s ethical imaginings. Three Guineas
expresses great concern with the idea that if women become educated in the same system as
men, if the partake in the same professions, hold political office, and enter the power structure
uncritically, women will simply turn into likenesses of their male counterparts, adopt the same
values, and forfeit their revolutionary or subversive potential.158 This newly-won right to work is
accompanied by responsibility, however, an ethical obligation to change the war-making system
and to integrate women’s labor in a global feminist-pacifist mission. The conditions of
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Ashley Dawson’s “Extract from a Report on the Origins of the Present Crisis” unfolds the difficulty for
mobilizing and effecting change once people are situated within the system. This article offers a fictional exchange
recorded between the “Director, Secretary of the Air Force, Office of Public Affairs-Entertainment Liaison” and
“The Undersecretary of Defense for Intelligence,” where a series of memos discuss the potential for contemporary
films that expose the current global crises to cause “social unrest.” The “Entertainment Liaison” addresses each of
the films, discerning that none of them represents a significant threat to the social structure. What Dawson’s
creative commentary shows us is how even those products that try to shift or alter cultural currents can repeat or
reinforce the structures that they seek to expose. Institutions like the entertainment industry or military, which here
work together, (or, for Woolf, the universities) have an investment in ensuring the complacent repetition of
standardized narratives or plot that reinforce “individual heroism” (335) as opposed to collective action. Dawson
shows that ostensibly radical works that are inaccessible to most people, or that identify overwhelming problems
without approachable solutions, can cast people into “despair and retreat” (334), whereas other works such as
“survival epics do admittedly mobilize the issue of environmental and social collapse, they do so in a manner that is
ultimately palliative” (335) and that these “palliative” plots expose “the striking transcontinental continuity of the
white imperial imaginary” and “the enduring colonization of the anti-imperial imaginary” (337). This “continuity”
and “enduring colonization” is one of the reasons why Woolf, writing at the time of women’s “transition” into the
power structure, has a sense of urgency about her call to women. She seeks to unify the “Outsider’s Society” before
they become more fully ingrained in the social structure and the institutions themselves.
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maintaining “poverty, chastity, and derision” and “freedom from unreal loyalties” (94) are
intended to answer the question of “how can we enter the professions and yet remain civilized
human beings; human beings, that is, who wish to prevent war?” (91)
Virginia Woolf is not an essentialist—she does not believe that men are naturally or
inherently more violent than women, nor does she think that women educated in an identical
war, or put in similar situations, would be less violent to men. It is an issue of education and
breeding. Fighting for Woolf is a “habit,” something cultivated and taught, a habit to which
women are not immune and from which they are not exempt; it is a habit they simply have not
cultivated. Her usage of Delaprée, interestingly, emphasizes the potential for women to become
violent and displays as a warning the risk of women entering the institutions of men. With so
much pacifist material in his pamphlet, all 49 pages of which she pasted into her notebooks, she
quoted him to emphasize the maternal killer lying dormant because centuries of breeding and
repression has instilled in her a different “instinct” than in him. But the instinct can be changed,
as Woolf makes clear through quotation and citing Delaprée, as she writes in footnote 15 to
section three: “The following quotations shows, however, that if sanctioned the fighting instinct
easily develops” (210). Woolf then quotes Delaprée at length, transcribing the story of a woman,
“Amalia” who knows she has killed five men, maybe six, in order to avenge her daughter’s death
in the Alto de Leon. Here, in Three Guineas, this story is used to illustrate an allegorical point
about the nature of women—confronting essentialist discourses about what it means to be a
woman, Woolf shows that responses to violence are informed by the prevailing norms and
expectations, that violence is socially constructed and therefore a choice and pattern inherited
through education.
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Delaprée, however, tells this story in a call-to-action for the English to break the nonintervention clause and support the Spanish republic. Trying to get humanitarian aid and relief
work sanctioned by five members of the English parliament, Delaprée recounts, “As you see, I
said to my English friends, time has come for working. Otherwise. Soon perhaps, before Amalia
kills her sixth man,—and you know she does quick work—thousands of innocents will perish”
(MOM 37). Reading Woolf’s quotes within the larger context of Delaprée’s message, a
hypertextual pacifist mission appears. The traces and transmissions of these pacifist sentiments,
and the urgent need to intervene and take action before more lives are lost, becomes clear in
reading Three Guineas, Woolf’s peace pamphlet, next to Delaprée’s humanitarian call.
Women’s status as outsider, for Woolf, contains the necessary power to subvert the violent
process that is institutionalized and ongoing; however, that power can be lost if women choose to
cultivate the fighting habit. It is an urgent intervention that must be made “before Amelia kills
her sixth man.”
Woolf’s conditions, then, upon her guineas are supposed to preserve the potential for
women’s public labor without transferring the values of war-making to them. For, if mothers
refuse to raise their sons to go to war, if lovers refuse to be seduced by fancy uniforms and silly
decorations, if workers refuse to make munitions and charitable souls refuse to darn socks and
knit blankets, it would be a great deal more difficult for men to actually make war. The
conditions upon which Woolf gives her guinea to support the professions of women are that
they:
Take this guinea then and use it, not to burn the house down, but to make its
windows blaze. And let the daughters of uneducated women dance round the new
house… and let them sing, “We have done with war! We have done with
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tyranny!” And their mothers will laugh from their graves, “It was for this that we
suffered obloquy and contempt! Light up the windows of the new house,
daughters! Let them blaze!’ (100)
With fires purging the old institutions and old habits, a new kind of wail emerges—one signaling
transformation and change, a destruction of the old ways. The sketch of mothers and daughters
burning down the universities, making the windows blaze, offer us a new portrait of a
transformed Weeping Woman who has united against war.
The Weeping Woman, then, put forth by three modernists—one painter, one pacifist
writer, and one foreign correspondent—forces us to reconcile our daily complicity and
involvement in war. The dead baby of Guernica is the child in the photographs that traumatize
Woolf. The basement bomb shelter in Picasso’s painting is the imaginary house of Three
Guineas. And the woman holding her dead child is the mother who wails as her husband and
sons go to war—for it is well known that men must work and women must weep. What Woolf
shows us is that as long as women weep silently and behind closed doors, we are all condemned
to a cultural repetition compulsion of tragedy and violence. Her cry, out loud and public,
contains the possibility for peace because it is in this cry we can find dissention from a system
designed to perpetuate itself. The Weeping Woman is more than just an iconic figure of war that
carries the ambivalence of a photograph; she is an ethical cry, a call to action, and an impetus for
change.
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Chapter 6
Doing the ‘Works of Peace in the Midst of War’
Our effort is simply to do the works of peace in the midst of war, affirming
the rights of human personality which war denies. It is all that lovers of peace
can do at a time like this. We have begun with the children, because no one
regards children as red or anti-reds, and they can be fed and clothed without in
the least helping the progress of the war. Moreover, by mobilizing masses of
opinion on behalf of the children we cut across barriers of party and creed both
outside Spain and inside.
- Alfred Jacob, letter to Miss Judith Corcan
The everyday and the event collide in the employment of total war. The twentieth
century’s wide scale engagement of total war transgressed the boundaries between public and
private, battlefront and home space, and routine and event. The mass slaughter of civilians
challenged the pacifist movement that had been growing in the 1930’s, causing many who had
supported war resistance efforts to question the ethics of non-intervention. As fascism grew, and
war loomed on the horizon, many abandoned or adjusted their pacifist positions in response to
the paradoxical ethical quandary that the widespread extermination of civilians presented: how
does one stop war without more war?
The Society of Friends illustrate an alternative response to the militant shift in pacifism at
the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War that was picked up and transmitted into modernist
discourses through writers like Aldus Huxley. The Society of Friends felt compelled to answer
this call in a way that supported their long history of pacifism and social service. The Quakers
believed that the way to combat war was to create a world in which war could not survive. They
also believed that relief work during war was paving the road to good relations when peace did
finally come. Their activist response to total war, therefore, was to alleviate the civilian pain and
suffering in Spain on an individual level, brining food, hot drinks, clothing, and soap to the
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civilians who had been displaced and feeding and housing the refugee children. This
commitment to social justice reflected the Quaker belief that “A helping hand extended now
without regard to political side or faction will save innocent lives—and more. It will pave the
way to restored sanity in Spain and peace on earth” (Give for Spain). Records of this work are
kept in Friends House in London, an understudied archive that, when explored, brings an
alternate narrative to the militant, violent history of the 1930’s to light. It presents a non-violent
response to total war. These records also bear witness to the horrors of total war and testify to
the brutalities wrought upon civilians and the resultant quotidian-ness of survival in times when
the event disrupts and displaces everydayness, while they doubly show the incredible resiliency
of those who have lived in the midst of the event.
This chapter puts the Quaker relief mission, stories, and fundraising efforts in
conversation with prominent pacifist modernists Virginia Woolf and Aldous Huxley, making the
connection between pacifism and modernism, and modernism and the relief effort during the
Spanish Civil War, apparent. Here, I feature the accounts of civilian life during the Spanish
Civil War, telling the stories of those who are often relegated to the periphery of war literature—
women, children, the elderly, pacifists and relief workers—and study the way in which these
accounts, though now lost, were used at the time for fundraising and war resistance. This
historical recuperation also serves as a revision; making space in war literature for the noncombatants, telling the stories of civilian existence during war, not only illuminates the way in
which war disrupts and redefines diurnal rhythms, but also reveals that people of the 1930’s were
actively fighting to theorize and construct a world in which these disruptions did not occur. It
reveals a non-militant strain of modernism that embodies an alternate possibility for the future,
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and demonstrates that, while war mobilization was accelerating all over Europe, there were those
actively working towards the causes of peace and social justice.
The relief effort is one of the most understudied aspects of the Spanish Civil War. While
scholarship today emphasizes the development and evolution of total war during the Spanish
Civil War, few works centralize the importance of the relief work in alleviating the effects of
total war on civilians and refugees. The Quaker archives, in particular, are underexplored, and
those few academic studies that do feature the Society of Friends’ relief efforts usually provide a
historical account. One of the problems with introducing such an interesting, and yet to date
such a so little known topic, is that the published scholarship on the issue often serves as an
introduction to the context and gets no further than detailing the work itself. Often, the
narratives embedded in the letters and meeting minutes are sublimated to a rendering of the
timeline of events and the relief undertaken. No scholarship to date has explored the Quaker
relief effort in the context of artistic or literary modernism, nor, to my knowledge, has any
published work explored the aesthetics of the peace pamphlets distributed by the Friends as
fundraising propaganda.
Gabriel Pretus’s 2011 Ph.D. thesis, which has recently been published as a book in
England by the same name, Humanitarian Relief Work in the Spanish Civil War, provides a
historical and factual overview of the Friends’ activities in context of the other relief
organizations, and shows how the Friends worked in cooperation with other organizations such
as the Save the Children International Union, the International Commission, and the International
Red Cross. Though Pretus offers a valuable frame of the kind of work the relief organizations
undertook and how they collaborated, and his detailed research provides a good timeline of
events and how the organizations operated at different points throughout the war, what reads as a
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personal bias against the British Friends distorts and minimizes Pretus’s work, which otherwise
could be a major contribution to the field.
To date the defining study of the Friends’ service in Spain is Farah Mendlesohn’s Quaker
Relief Work in the Spanish Civil War. A historical text that details the Friends mission and its
activities during the conflict, Mendlesohn explores the evolving integration between the peace
and social justice witness, as she uncovers the ethical issues embedded in relief work and the
confrontations of the workers with the situations they encounter. In unfolding the processes of
getting the relief organized, Mendlesohn also brings to light the various characters of the
volunteers, taking into consideration the differing personalities of the parties involved. F. Hale’s
book chapter, “Waging Peace in the Spanish Civil War: The Relief Efforts of the British Quaker
Mission,” provides a short overview of the British Quaker activities in Spain. Angela Jackson’s
British Women and the Spanish Civil War does not conduct an extended study of Quaker relief
efforts, but deftly interweaves the stories of the female workers within the larger tapestry of
women’s engagement with the Spanish conflict. The pamphlet published by the Society of
Friends, Quaker Service in Spain 1936-1940, also contains a catalogue of the Friends’ relief
effort. Because most of the works listed above provide chronological and factual accounts of the
work undertaken by the Friends, and because my space is limited, instead of reconstructing the
Quaker work, I will instead build upon this historical background to feature some of the stories
and narratives I find most compelling in this archive, showing how these stories were circulated
amongst the English-speaking world, and then stage a conversation between the Quaker relief
effort and the modernist movement.
The Spanish Civil War formed our current cultural image of modern war. This was the
first war to be photographed from the front lines, whose images were then disseminated in
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photoillustrated magazines and newspapers. The Quaker pamphlets add to this image of modern
war by printing and distributing the photographs of refugees, food canteens, and living victims of
war, staging a protest in the process. The aesthetic engagement of total war for a socio-political
end puts these pamphlets in conversation with some of the great modernist works of the
twentieth century, including, but not limited to, Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas. Aldous
Huxley, an adamant pacifist through the 1930’s, wrote an introduction for what is possibly the
most famous Quaker publication from the Spanish Civil War, They Still Draw Pictures, which
discusses the connections between the way children represent the war in artistic terms and what
we now call modernism. Though the peace movement of the Spanish Civil War is often
subsumed into the larger backdrop of the aid Spain movement, if it is mentioned at all, I argue
that the materials and art it produced should be read alongside and in conversation with
modernism because many prominent modernists worked on the peace movement and often the
movement engaged modernist techniques to make its argument.
I explore where the everyday meets the event by looking at how the work in Spain was
recorded and distributed in London, behind the front lines. I am particularly interested in the
way in which the war resistance effort is translated into peace pamphlets. The Quaker peace
pamphlets engage the personal stories, narratives, and testimonies from the relief effort in order
to fundraise for Spain. These pamphlets perform on a practical level, where they specifically try
to raise money for the Spanish cause, but also deliver a more universal message against total war.
It becomes clear, I argue, in looking at the peace pamphlets that a secondary, but also pertinent,
aspect of the peace testimony for Quakers is protesting by bearing witness. In this witness, the
Quaker pamphlets bring together the fields of photojournalism and pamphleteering, letter writing
and personal narrative, participating in the modernist hybrid-genres that the Spanish Civil War
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inspires. In studying the Quaker peace pamphlets as an important aspect of the peace testimony,
I pave the way for my analysis of Three Guineas as a peace pamphlet. Three Guineas is, I argue,
Virginia Woolf’s peace testimony.
As discussed briefly in Chapter I, “peace testimony” is a Quaker term that connects
pacifist activism to spiritual worship. Caroline Emelia Stephen, Virginia Woolf’s aunt, wrote
about the Society of Friends’ peace testimony in her books Light Arising: Thoughts on the
Central Radiance (1908) and Quaker Strongholds (1891), though she used its historical term,
“testimony against war.” This term, according to Pink Dandelion’s The Quakers: A Very Short
Introduction, is “typically labeled the ‘peace testimony’ today” (14).
The Quaker concept of “testimony,”159 central to the tradition of the Society of Friends,
shifts religion from its purely idealistic, spiritual model and situates living as a form of worship.
It is this emphasis on lifestyle as a pacifist praxis and pacifism as a form of action that makes its
way into modernist circles, manifesting itself as Grace Brockington’s notion of ‘positive peace.’
Gathered together in a silent meeting, Friends wait in stillness to experience their “inner light,”
or divine inspiration. There is no single minister or priest in “unprogrammed” silent meetings—
everyone engages in communion with God. If one is moved by the spirit, one stands and offers
“free ministry,” which is spontaneous and typically brief. It is not unusual to have several
speakers proffer “free ministry” in one meeting, though it is also possible that no one speaks at
all. Until one is “called” (i.e. moved by the spirit) to speak, one sits in silence, waiting for divine
inspiration. In Light Arising Stephen writes, “A Friends’ meeting, however silent, is at the very
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lowest a witness that worship is something other and deeper than words, and that it is to the
unseen and eternal things that we desire to fit the first place in our lives” (68).
Faith, for Quakers, is not enough. Faith must be lived and followed. Silent meeting is
Quakerism’s primary testimony to the “inner light” that guides Quaker faith; the other
testimonies, including peace, are for Quakers a witness to living in the light. According to
Stephen in Quaker Strongholds, “testimony” consists of “practices conscientiously adopted,
inculcated, and watched over [ . . . ] with a jealous care which [ . . . ] has nevertheless moulded
the very inmost springs of action” (120). She continues, “the essence of Quaker ‘testimony’ is
witness bearing—a lifting up in practice of the highest possible standard of uncompromising
obedience to the teaching of Jesus Christ, both as recorded in the Gospels, and as inwardly
experienced as light” (120). In essence, a “testimony” can be defined as an action that testifies to
the conscience of an individual. This conscience is attributed to “the guiding of the Divine light
shining in each heart” (126) that calls a particular Friend to act in certain way. In other words,
the Quakers who enact testimonies do so because they feel as though the “Divine light” has
moved them. Peace testimony, or “testimony against war,” is a collection of actions—most
Quakers would argue a lifestyle—that manifests pacifist beliefs.

“Doing!the!Works!of!Peace!in!the!Midst!of!War”!!!!!
Farah Mendlesohn, in her comprehensive account Quaker Relief Work in the Spanish
Civil War, shows that the Quaker testimonies of social justice and peace become inextricably
linked in the twentieth century, establishing that the type of humanitarian work done in Spain is,
for the Quakers, essential to creating the kind of world that can sustain peace. Because the
Society of Friends is a religion of “works not words,” (QRW 7) the testimonies serve as a form of
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worship, a witness to Friends’ belief in the inner light (that there is a divine spark in every living
being). For what Mendlesohn has termed the “modernist” (7) Quakers, the peace testimony
becomes an active endeavor. Mendlesohn tells us: “Liberal Quaker theology emphasized social
justice as a crucial element in the making of peace… in their work in Europe and in Ireland
during the nineteenth century, the Friends had moved from a belief in the keeping of peace
through neutrality and non-compliance in the acts of war, to a growing belief that it was their
duty to make the conditions for peace” (159).
Quaker intervention in total war in Spain resulted in the building of an extensive activist
network that promoted relief for Spanish civilians. The pamphlet, To my neighbor, itemizes the
help as of September 1938:
“Feeding 4,000 children in canteens in Barcelona.
Full maintenance of 360 children in colonies in Catalonia.
Feeding 2,000 children in Catalonia in conjunction with local authorities and
International Commission.
Support of two hospitals in Southern Spain.
Transport and shipment of foodstuffs from England, Holland, Marseilles and U.S.A.
Feeding and relief done in conjunction with American Friends, the Red Cross, etc
(including 1,000 school children in Madrid).”
As of the printing of this pamphlet, Friends had assisted in providing 1 ½ million hot
meals. From this pamphlet, it becomes apparent that the vast majority of relief work undertaken
in Spain was centered around the feeding of children. Child feeding allowed for Quakers to
provide relief work in a politically impartial and neutral way. It fulfilled: “The need to do work
for peace; the need to make a stance for neutrality; and the desire to do a work particularly
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Quaker” (QRW 29). As we can see from the Quaker political pamphlets, the children’s
innocence and suffering is iterated over and over, signifying one of the great tragedies of war.
This suffering, reproduced and disseminated throughout Britain in these peace pamphlets, sends
a message; in Virginia Woolf’s words, “War is an abomination; war is barbaric; war must be
stopped” (TG 14).
The peace testimony and social
justice witness in Spain operates on two
levels: the everyday of the workers who are
on the front lines, feeding thousands of
children in numerous canteens and providing
relief to the refugees, and the larger metaconcept of witnessing against the event of

Figure 23: Spain's Children are Hungry. © Religious
Society of Friends in Britain.

total war, encapsulated in the political
pamphlets, testifying to the horrors of what the front lines contain, which provides the reasons
behind non-violent action. The work itself and the pamphlets both stage an intervention in total
war—one actual and one conceptual. Of course, the pamphlets do have their practical purpose:
they are intended to raise money in order to support the relief work. But embedded in the
immediate fundraising mission is a larger request to not only contribute to this cause, but to resist
war altogether. They send their message by transcribing the everyday atrocities accumulated by
the event, telling the stories of individuals who have lost their daily lives and whose stories have
been forgotten or never told, showing photographs of the living victims.
These individuals’ stories are contained in the letters and reports sent back to London
from Spain. Alfred Jacob, the Friend who showed a concern for Spain initially and spearheaded
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the campaign to establish feeding canteens in Catalonia and then oversaw food distribution in the
region, sends letters to London filled with stories and imagery testifying to the atrocities
occurring in Spain and vividly describing the reasons this particular witness is necessary. A
letter he mailed to Fred Tritton, a Friend involved in the Spain Committee of the FSC, tells the
story of a doctor who traveled to Valencia:
He, it now appears, has just arrived that moment from bringing some 700 (I think)
women and children from Madrid, by road and rail—a journey of three days with
four changes of conveyance… It was impossible in the conditions to observe any
rules of hygiene or cleanliness, and since there was no clean clothing the children
who got dirty (a euphemism) simply had to remain so.160
They had no money for the journey, Alfred explains. They had arrived with no supplies, no
food, no clothing, no place to sleep. The doctor went to the Under Secretary for Social Services
in Valencia who:
explained gently that there was no money to be had, that no account could be
opened because there was nothing to open it with, that each group coming from
Madrid brought its own funds. It was evident that the one thing he had pinned his
hope on had failed—that hope of being able to make up for a terrible journey by
offering the people something more decent on arriving. He then asked where they
could be put—surely there was some empty/ [private is crossed out] house they
could have. Again the USecratary explained … that there was nowhere for them
to go.161
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1936-1937.
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Though I can find no documented direct correlation between the Friends’ work and the
story Alfred Jacob recounted in his letter above about of the seven hundred women and children
arriving in Valencia, the first Quaker relief initiatives speak directly to the circumstances that the
doctor encountered upon arriving at the train in a new city. The pamphlet, Quaker Service in
Spain tells us: “The first canteen, installed in the main line railway station, was soon providing
hot drinks to welcome about a thousand refugees every week; both children and their mothers162
were included as all arrived equally worn out by the long hard journey by train” (2). Jacob and
the relief workers in Catalonia took steps to ensure that the scene he witnessed in Valencia did
not repeat itself by trying to give back a bit of the everyday, in the form of hot cocoa to refugees
coming off the train, in the midst of the event and to provide an infrastructure for being human
when all the social infrastructures that normally support survival had failed.
It becomes apparent here how the everyday has been displaced, disrupted by the event.
Bryony Randall, in theorizing and calling for a critique of the concept of the ‘everyday,’ posits
that, in line with philosophers Bergson and James, the everyday is “that which is taken for
granted” (147). While the everyday is “conventionally relegate[ed] to the realm of the trivial,
unremarkable, repetitive and impotent” (11), which carries with it certain value-judgments and a
“range of practices,” Randall advocates a thinking of the everyday as a “particular perspective
on, a particular kind of attention paid to, the various practices which make up life as a whole”
(11). As we will see, war inverts the attention we must use to attend to daily tasks; both the
letters to London and the Quaker pamphlets attest to this fact. “Central” to Randall’s
“understanding of the temporality of dailiness” (128), repetition is a key element to both the
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conventional construction of the everyday and to Randall’s critique of it; it is both the structure
of dailiness (by definition that which must happen regularly), but also a symptom of trauma.
On the one hand, we must employ the schema “everyday” to the set of conditions and
practices that are both disrupted and established by the Spanish Civil War; the war, in other
words, casts what was considered everyday, normal, rhythmic, habitual into full relief and it
makes continuing or sustaining those practices or conditions impossible. The everyday in itself
becomes an ‘event.’ On the other hand, ‘the event’ in time of war, i.e. the battle and the war
itself, calls into question the notion of the ‘event-ness’ of the everyday nature of civilian life,
thus turning the survival tactics undertaken by civilians and refugees—anyone not engaged in
battle, back into the ‘everyday,’ or that which is taken for granted. This division has often
amounted to the neglect of war literature to include the civilian perspective or experience; those
who were not directly present in ‘the event’ get excluded in its telling. This exclusion calls into
question what it means to undergo an event and what it means to experience the war; as Randall
considers in relationship to H.D. and World War I, there is a question as to “what it might mean
to be ‘in’ the war” (143). This question is exacerbated and, in a double-reversal between the
everyday and the event, renegotiated in times of total war, where the objects of military tactics
are the civilians themselves and the distinction between home front and battlefront gets blurred.
Focusing on the way in which the event of war becomes naturalized into the everyday routine of
Barcelona, thinking through the methods that citizens engage in order to maintain a semblance of
what was for them once ‘normal’ (habitual), opens up a different experience of war and calls for
the inclusion of civilian and refugee testimony, and demonstrates that for the Quaker relief
workers and many others, the search for food, the daily challenge of survival, was indeed the
very experience of the war itself.
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The unfolding of Jacob’s archive becomes a witness and takes on a dimension that
silhouettes the real life, lived experience, etching the real into the historical. In this way, the
archive wraps the quotidian existence of survival into the event, and survival—Being itself—
becomes the event. The seven hundred women and children had to find a place to sleep that
night, find clothes to wear, find food to eat. War obliterates their routine and establishes a new
one; the event displaces daily life for a new daily filled with waiting in food queues and medical
clinics or hospitals.
Though war obliterates the routine, it leaves no clear instructions in its wake, and people
struggle to establish new patterns, new habits and routines, sometimes not knowing how. Jacob,
in his letters to London, tells the story of women who wait in line all day for meat predetermined
to sell out instead of buying lentils, because they do not know how to negotiate the change in
food availability. Early in the war, December of 1936, Jacob observes:
People are unable to change their habits, and will hunt all day for a square inch of
meat for the meat course at any price, rather than think of having lentils which are
relatively plentiful, or rice, or macaroni, or any of the other available things. Here
we are well off because we don't like the things which are short. But most women
in this city have a very severe time of it, standing in lines all day, getting meals at
any hour, seeing prices rise, doing without things for the sake of children, and so
on. Women who work are worse off still because they can't stand in line all day,
and I don't know what they eat. As for milk, it is almost beyond hoping for in the
populous districts; but where there is any, it goes to the children. …
Here it becomes apparent that the habits people have established are embedded deep into their
daily routine; we can also tell that these habits are gendered. As Jacob iterates in his use of
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pronouns and imagery, it is the women who will wait in line, and in 1936 they did not realize
that they would be waiting all day for another two and a half years. However, the nature of the
line shifts; as the war progresses, the lines morph into waiting for the doctor, waiting for milk,
and waiting for bread.
We can trace the evolution of the war and the levels of severity to the populations
through the reports and levels of the relief workers. Though the reports featured here are all
from the Barcelona region, many of the regions in Spain had similar relief outfits, and the effects
of the war on the civilian population could be followed regionally through the relief worker’s
testimonies. Whereas in December of 1936, Alfred Jacob writes to Friends House that the
refugee children look just like any other children, that they are generally nourished and “When
they are settled in their colonies there is noting striking about them, whether they are playing in
the garden or having a meal,”163 by August of 1938, “The time of palor, dead eyes, listless
bodies, striking thinness and distended stomachs has come.”164
The individual experience of daily life disrupted by total war undergoes a transformation
from singular to universal when these stories are recorded and then disseminated in the political
pamphlets around Great Britain. In an official report filed in the Friends House Spanish Civil
war boxes on a speech given by Mr. T. Edmund Harvey, M.P, to the House of Commons, he
quotes a letter from an American relief worker in Nationalist Spain. Harvey quotes the worker in
saying: “We found Oviedo children scattered in temporary and permanent orphanages for 70
miles around, others still huddle amid the ruins. One of our experiences that most tugged at our
heart-strings was that of giving our 40 blankets to 652 children. Several of the little one who did
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not get blankets walked up to them and felt them. One child patted the blankets and then walked
outside into the night cold” (FSC/R/SP/5). This story was told again in the pamphlet Spain’s
Children are Hungry, thus disseminating and distributing this image throughout Britain.
The individual experiences of tragedy and trauma transcend their individuality in these
pamphlets, becoming metonymy and allegory for the evils of total war, thus arguing on a
universal level against war in general. In the recording and disseminating the stories, the peace
testimony of the Quakers takes on a dimension in Britain in addition to the good works being
performed in Spain.
The pamphlets themselves, in testifying to the horrors of war, become an important
aspect of the peace and social justice witness of the Society of Friends during the Spanish Civil
War and are another way of fighting the advent of total
war. This photograph from the pamphlet Spain: An
Appeal shows a long line of mothers holding their infants.
The caption reads “Waiting for the Doctor – A clinic at
Murcia.” A relief worker’s testimony, extracted from a
letter and published in the pamphlet Give for Spain tells
us, “In Madrid there are long queues of people waiting
hours for food which is used up before the end of the
queue arrives at the store.” A picture from the pamphlet
Winter is Coming! captioned: “Hours spent in queues”
supports

Figure 24: Waiting for the Doctor. ©
Religious Society of Friends in
Britain.
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this story, attesting to the new
repetitive routine of finding food
and shelter on a daily basis. Notice
how these photographs engage the
concept of total war by showing its
victims, attempting to humanize
and personalize the war, and
emphasizing that the civilians are

Figure 25: Hours Spent in Queues. © Religious Society of Friends in
Britain.

suffering terrible losses. Notice

also the ethics of the Quaker usage of photographs; in all the pamphlets I have seen, there are no
military pictures, no pictures of guns, and very few pictures of men. The images the Quakers
reproduce in their pamphlets are the tragedies wrought on civilians, women, children, and
occasionally the elderly and people engaging in the relief of their pain. The Quakers use
modernist journalistic techniques here of juxtaposing reportage with photojournalism to create a
very specific image of modern war—one that devastates civilian lives and leaves cities in ruins,
but one where there is an opportunity to make a change in the world through personal
connections and supporting the people, not the war.

‘They!Still!Draw!Pictures’!

!

The 1938 Quaker pamphlet They Still Draw Pictures, published by the American Friends
Service Committee (AFSC) to raise money for Spanish Relief, is emblematic of the Quaker
engagement with modernism, as it also exemplifies how pamphlets serve as a powerful
components of the peace testimony in and of themselves through documenting the experiences of
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the child civilian victims of war, illuminating the good works being performed in the field, and
testifying to the need for peace. This pamphlet was initially introduced by Aldous Huxley and
features sixty drawings of children refugees who went to live in Spanish children’s colonies
during the civil war. These pictures, quite moving in their integrity, unselfconsciousness, and
honest portrayal show the war through the perspective of the children refugees, who were
displaced and exiled from their hometowns.
Reprinted in several editions with various covers in 1938 and 1939, the legacy of this
pamphlet is long lasting. It has inspired a contemporary study of the children’s drawings of war
victims, as it has also provided a frame for approaching Spanish Civil War archival collections
today.165 Scholars Anthony L. Geist and Peter N. Carroll collected, edited, and contributed to an
updated volume, entitled They Still Draw Pictures: Children’s Art in Wartime from the Spanish
Civil War to Kosovo (2002), which accompanied the touring art exhibit of the same name. The
exhibit, along with a rendition of the original introduction and first sixty plates published, are
supplemented with other children’s drawings collected and housed in the Mandeville Special
Collections Library at the University of California at San Diego, and can be found online in an
extensive standing digital exhibit. Geist, in the printed catalogue, introduces and contextualizes
these drawings. While the online exhibit has posted the initial editor’s note, specifying that the
pamphlet was intended to support the Quaker relief work in Spain, Geist’s supplementary essays
and introduction in the printed catalogue only mention the Friends’ work briefly as an aside. In
fact, a letter reprinted in the Geist and Carroll catalogue, written by Martha Gellhorn, emphasizes
most prominently in the book the work of the Quakers, showing that, though they may be
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peripheral characters in Spanish Civil War scholarship today, the Quakers at the time were a
prominent presence during the war itself. Neither the original pamphlet nor the contemporary
studies detail the work the Quakers undertook, nor do they bridge the narrative gap between the
relief workers and the children’s colonies. Interestingly, Friends’ House in London contains a
scrapbook filled with 24 children’s drawings that are not included in the original catalogue, in
the exhibition, nor in the website. These drawings, from the Rubí colony, parallel the reports
sent back to Friends’ House by the workers, and like the others first printed by the AFSC, and
the many more housed in San Diego, offer an additional set of perspectives on the experience of
the Spanish Civil War. In this section, therefore, I will add to the dimensions of this discussion
by presenting the letters and reports contained in the Friends’ House archive that contributes to
this study of children’s drawings, and then I will discuss the AFSC 1938 pamphlet,
demonstrating how it establishes a relationship between the Friends and the modernist
movement, thinking through the relationship between modernism and the peace testimony.
From the outset, the Friends were of the opinion that children should not be removed
from Spain unless absolutely necessary. While there was a big push in the international
community to evacuate the children from Spain, as the 4,000 Basque children who were sent to
England exemplify, Alfred Jacob in particular recommended against their deportation, and the
Quakers followed his lead. Jacob maintained that to send individuals abroad “is from this end
impracticable and undesirable except in the case of extremist necessity. It is cheaper to bring
food in to the children, and by remaining in Spain they avoid a number of psychological
complications which otherwise inevitably arise.”166 While the Friends did eventually help with
the Basque children’s evacuation, it was not without hesitation. The Spain Committee minutes
166
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specify, “Some members of the Committee still have grave doubts as to the wisdom of bringing
the children to this country. In view, however, of the fact that they are already here, we decided
to accede to the request to appoint a representative of the special Committee set up in this
connection by the National Joint Relief Committee [a conglomerate of relief organizations, of
which the FSC was a part].”167 Alternately, the Quakers preferred to support children’s colonies
set up in Spain and primarily staffed by Spanish caretakers, where the children lived in groups of
large, repurposed houses.168 The idea of children’s refugee colonies had been implemented early
in the Republic’s struggle, and in 1937, the Quakers started participating in the funding,
supplying, organizing, and running of the colonies.
Elise Thomsen, a Danish Quaker, accompanied a group of children from Madrid to the
outskirts of Barcelona, relocating them to the Rubí colony. In a letter to Friends House, she
describes her trip, conveying both the troubles and the resiliency of the children. Because her
account is so compelling, and because this story is as-of-yet unpublished, I will quote her letter
here at length:
On Saturday 17th of July I went from Valencia to Barcelona in one of the
National Jount [sic] Committee’s lorries together with 27 children from Madrid
and two “responsables” [sic] who were all due for Rubi. …The children had
come [arrived crossed out come in pen] the night before from Madrid, so you
might [should crossed out] have thought they would be tired, but not at all—a
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they started singing before we left and performed a non-stop concert, till we
arrived in Castellon which was the most suitable place to find something to eat.
We went to the local refugee-committee and they provided us with a big lump of
bread for each of us and two slices of sausages. As the children had got a lot of
the red water-melons in Valencia they served as water for the meal, and so we did
not need to stop long in Castellon but took the food with us in the car, and on we
went.
The journey was a very beautiful one, and the children marveled when
they saw the sea, which of course most of them saw for the first time in their life.
We were fortunate enough to see some ships, in which [especially crossed out] the
big boys were most interested. …
…As all the children have to be examined by the doctor before entering a
colony, [crossed out]. This was done on Sunday too, and three children
unfortunately had to go to a hospital instead of the colony, as they had some
contagious eye-disease.
Page 2: This disease is very common among the children and is due to
undernourishment.…
…As we counted the children we found, that a boy was missing. Shortly
after we found him under the bench in the lorry. Poor boy, he was one of the
biggest of the children, 12 years of age, an only child and probably spoiled from
his parents. He cried out, when the doctor tried to draw him out from his
hidingplace [sic], say, he wanted to go back to Madrid to his father and mother. It
seemed impossible to console him, we tried all, but he just for: mi madre y mi
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padre! The other children were very sweet, they tried to explain to him, that he
would be very happy there, but at last the doctor opened the gate and let him out,
and he ran along the road and disappeared. I asked the doctor, what he though
was going to happen. “Oh, he will come back soon,” was the answer, “I am used
to these cases.” And half an hour later the boy turned up, quiet and perhaps a
little ashamed of himself. He had lunch with all the others, and I do hope, when I
am going one of these days to visit Rubi again, to find him happy and busy.
Still, he was not the only one who felt homesick the first day at the new
home. It was [alright crossed out, all right written in] for the small children under
10 years, everything was new and wonderful to them, and they just went around
exploring their new world, but it was much worse for the bigger ones, especially
for the [big crossed out] girls, and I was constantly that day surrounded by 4 or 5
of them [written in and these girls crossed out], who wanted to be petted or just to
be near to some grown up person, whom they knew a little. The children who had
arrived two days earlier were all happy and told the newcomers, how nice the new
home was. …169
In reading this excerpt from the letters, we become witness to a range of emotions, of
experiences, of both the children’s and Elise Thomsen’s. Though the little ones started their
journey singing, it becomes apparent as the passage continues that the novelty wears off and
many of the children experience fear, loneliness, homesickness, and confusion. While they like
communally living together (as the ones who have been there for a few days try to comfort the
new arrivals), the displacement of being separated from their parents has its effects. The stories
169
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embedded in this paragraph, the collection of individual personalities, the current of emotions,
and the fact that positivity appears to prevail in the colony despite the range of experiences that
these children endure, are encapsulated in the sketchbook that they keep as a thank you for the
Quakers, who sponsor the houses (there are three) at Rubí. While the children who draw in the
book are probably not the same children who traveled with Thomsen, we can see reflections of
her descriptions in their artwork. Especially prominent is the repeated fascination with the ships
and ocean.

Figure 26: A Ship from Sketchpad. ©
Religious Society of Friends in Britain.

Figure 27: A Ship from Sketchpad. ©
Religious Society of Friends in Britain.

The drawing in figure 29, signed by the name F. Martinez, is part of a larger collection of work
that speaks to educational topics. For instance, though the ships are featured in several of the
other drawings, this ship in figure 29 looks remarkably like a Spanish colonial vessel and is
accompanied in the background by two others, presumably representing La Niña, La Pinta, and
La Santa María. Drawings of maps show that the children are learning about history, and speaks
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to a new educational policy that the Republic, much in line with Quaker sympathies, is
developing. Alfred Jacob describes this education:
“Dr. Moragas has now taken charge of all
three, and is carrying out there some interesting
experiments in education. The children, who at first
were restless, disorganized, inclined to run away,
have now become all the opposite. Some who were
particularly observed as likely to cause difficulty
are now happy and normal. A card index is kept of
each child on which both the physical moral
changes are noted. The day is planned so that the
Figure 28: Three Ships from Sketchpad. ©
Religious Society of Friends in Britain.

children receive schooling from 9.30 to 12 and 3.30
to 6. At 12 there is a talk on some subject of

interest and at 6 a walk. The schooling is given in which a way as to arouse the
childrens curiosity so that they themselves are eager to learn. Bits of Greek
history for example are learned on the play-ground, the children themselves
forming bands and acting the part of one or other nation. They are divided into
groups according to intellectual age, and each group is named after some great
figure in history, such as Lincoln, which it is considered the children will benefit
by having a close acquaintance with. There are six teachers, but each one has one
day off a week so only five each at a time—one for each group—and one day a
week each group has the alternative teacher and thus gets a different point of
view.
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There is a kind of council elected by the children which meets with the

staff to discuss and settly [sic] common problems, and the children make their
own dispositions about their conduct. For instance, in laying down rules for the
dining room, the Warden asks “When you want something passed to you, should
you ask a person who is near or one who is far away?” The children natural [sic]
favour the latter. “Should we talk in a load voice or a low one?” [sic] A low one,
and so on, until the regulations made in this way by the children can be put on a
list to govern the dining room conduct.
Once a week the children go to
the local cinema, as a gift from the
management; but it is explained to them
that they should realize that this is a
sacrifice made by the workers who run
the cinema, which the children should

Figure 29: El Mundo Medieval. © Religious Society of
Friends in Britain.

appreciate, and the children take a
collection each week as a gift to the

cinema management. They have small sums of money, not in their pockets, but
on deposit, so to speak, and are encouraged when asking for money to say what
for, and to feel a sense of responsibility for it.”170
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September 11, 1937, letter from Alfred Jacob to Fred Tritton. FSC/R/SP/1/2 Barcelona: letters and reports
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The pictures of maps gesture towards this interactive, experiential, self-motivated and
individualistic learning method,
showing that education is
conducted in tandem with
creativity and fun. The picture
“El Mundo Medieval,” in figure
30, reveals the artist, F.
Martinez’s, conception of the
medieval world, which here
centers around the Mediterranean.
An unsigned picture of two maps

Figure 30: American Revolution Map. © Religious Society of Friends in
Britain.

traces the American Revolution, displaying how the colony is using drawing as a way of

Figure 31: "Milicianos." © Religious Society of Friends in
Britain.

Figure 32: Propaganda Fascista. © Religious Society of
Friends in Britain.
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teaching history.
The war does appear in this sketchbook, but in a way more reminiscent of Hemingway’s
account of the Revolution in a small town (with little technology, mostly rural guerilla warfare)
than the vivid images of Madrid under siege that are embedded in Louis Delaprée’s dispatches.
The artist F. Martinez has absorbed some of the politics of the war in his perspective, and he
represents the militiamen and fascists in very different ways. But none of them are accompanied
by airplanes, or advanced technology of any kind. Here the “Milicianos” are carrying what
appear to be bayonets, spears, or pitchforks. It invokes the parades held for the militiamen as
they marched off to the front lines, and it appears here as though they are traveling through the
countryside. The next image, also by F. Marinez is in direct conversation with the first,
suggesting a rather sophisticated critique or understanding of the war. Under the title
“Propaganda Fascista,” F. Martinez depicts the soldiers as lead by a skeleton, beating a drum.
This could mean one of two things: the first, the fascist propaganda represents the Republican
militiamen as the walking dead, or that the fascists themselves are ghostly, animated skeletons.
In either reading, we see in these images an attempt to come to terms with the larger political
context of the war, but also an apparent understanding of the differences in parities, and a
sensitivity to propaganda as informing the understanding and experience of war. It should also
be noted that in 24 pages, F. Martinez filled at least 8, possibly 9, of the pages alone and cosketched another 8 drawings in collaboration with other colony residents.
There are a few elements about that sketchbook that I find particularly interesting. First
and foremost, it is clear that the children were drawing what they were learning at the time. It is
less evident whether these educational drawings were assignments or at the surface of the
students’ sphere of consciousness, but it is apparent that they were learning world history and
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studying maps in some capacity. The cover of the book specifies that the drawings were
dedicated to the “Amigos Quaqueros,” the Quaker friends, so I am not certain that they were
“assigned” to draw maps, per say. The folder in which these drawings are housed specifies:
“FSC/R/SP/5 NRS 2094/5 Colonia Birmingham – Asistencia Infantil Los ninos del group
“Helena” – drawings in gratitude c. 1939 (bought to FSC by Margaret Bakhouse, 1940).” No
other descriptions accompany the sketchpad.
The subjects of the drawings do raise certain questions, especially in comparison with
other drawings from children’s colonies,
particularly the ones from the 1938 AFSC
pamphlet. For instance, some of the 1938
pamphlet drawings feature animals, as do the Rubí
colony’s 1939 drawings, but many of the 1938
collection feature airplanes, and none of the Rubí
colony’s pictures show any preoccupation with
Figure 33: A Farm Scene.© Religious Society of Friends
in Britain.
.

aerial bombardment. Mostly, the topics included
in the Rubí collection are educational, with some

charming personal moments. A bucolic farm scene, illustrated below, invokes a scene of peace,
and shows no indication of either war or trauma.
There are four images where the war breaks through the tranquility of the other subjects
portrayed, and in all cases the representation of the war is less graphic than the AFSC pamphlet’s
counterparts. The questions I am left with then, after examining these twenty-four images next
to the sixty published by the AFSC (which were culled from a larger traveling exhibition of 118,
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narrowed down from an initial three thousand),171 and after examining the also far more graphic
images portrayed on the University of California at San Diego’s websites, are: what were the
children whose works were chosen asked to draw, and what were the children who were living in
the Rubí colony asked to draw? How much difference would the topic assigned have made in
speaking to the events of war? In the images housed in Friends House library, there is a clear
pedagogical mission at play, but few indications of pathos or lingering trauma. By all accounts,
the young refugees at the Rubí colony suffer at first, upon relocation, but they seem to stabilize
and thrive in the support of the community. Once removed from the crisis, and medically
treated, they are portrayed in the letters and reports remarkably like children who have not
experienced war.
Similarly, the 1938 AFSC pamphlet contains a section of 12 prints that represent the
children’s lives in the colonies. This section includes pictures of a soccer match, students
walking into class holding hands two-by-two, going to the movies, they show flowers, grass and
sunshine, sitting in school—in other words, the illustrations in this section show a significant
lack of pathology, especially compared with the sections “The children’s impressions about the
war” and “A series of drawings which picture bombings.” Though the captions are often
sensational or overly sentimental, the drawings of the colonies published in the pamphlet indicate
that the children spend their time outside, in the company of others, playing games, learning in
classrooms, and do not indicate an extreme level of emotional turmoil. This may be why Alfred
Jacob writes to Friends’ House in August 1938, preparing for the third winter of the war,
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See Anthony Geist and Peter Carroll, p 22.
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urgently that “WE WANT ALL REFUGEE CHILDREN TO BE IN COLONIES BEFORE THE
WINTER. Nothing else is even thinkable”172 (emphasis his).
In contrast, it is absolutely clear from the letters and reports that those who stayed in
Barcelona suffered the effects of war quite terribly, reflecting the other elements in the pictures
that the 1938 AFSC pamphlet documents. While the children themselves in the colonies appear,
to the Friends who write the reports back to Friends House, after time relatively well adjusted,
the appeals that circulate emphasize the struggle of civilians in the cities, and the reports back to
London, especially later in the war, match the appeals. A letter from October 1937 mourns:
Refugees from the North in Garona. This is certainly the gravest of the problems.
The towns are already over crowded with refugees beyond their capacity to
support, and now large parties keep coming with very little warning. Everywhere
one notices lassitude and passivity born of the feeling of helplessness: people are
doing everything humanly possible, but with the certainty that it will not be
enough. A thousand refuges arrived in Sunday with a few hours’ warning, 800 on
Monday, and many more are expected.173
The 1938 AFSC pamphlet, like the pamphlets featured in the previous section of this chapter,
offers an important element to recovering alternative historical narratives from the Spanish Civil
War. While testifying to the disruption of the everyday in the displacement and relocation of
children, shows that, in the midst of the wartime, there was a major effort to re-establish a sense
of normalcy and safety. When read alongside the letters and reports sent from Barcelona to
London, and when viewed next to the unpublished sketchbook archived at Friends’ House, it
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August 19, 1938, letter from Alfred Jacob to Secretary of Spain Committee. FSC/R/SP/1/4 Barcelona: letters
and reports 1937-1938.
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becomes clear that though many suffered great trauma, there was also an effort at establishing
modes of recovery through the relief work of many organizations and contentious global citizens,
including the Friends. Pamphlets such as They Still Draw Pictures were a major part of this
relief work, as they circulated the news of the events, testified to those outside the Spanish
border what was occurring on the ground in Spain, and let the international public know about
the refugee and civilian situation in Spain. While these pamphlets very practically raised money
for Spain, they also took on an additional dimension in their contribution to the peace testimony
assumed by the Quakers in that they universally witness the horrors of war and contain the
testimonies of the workers. While sometimes the Quakers might be guilty of a bit of misprision
in order to drive their point home, as is illustrated in the captions for some of the pictures
published in the 1938 pamphlet, they employ a propaganda method that refuses the sublime of
war art, instead leaving their reading public with the pile of rubble crumbled into ‘dead bodies
and ruined houses,’ which is a technique Woolf picks up and employs in her pamphlet Three
Guineas.
Aldous Huxley’s introduction to They Still Draw Pictures demonstrates the way in which
prominent modernist thinkers and writers engaged with the Quakers and the pacifist mission in
general, and it shows that the Quaker modes of activism (writing pamphlets to educate the
public, among others) were employed by the modernists to support the cause of peace. Huxley’s
introduction in particular weaves together several of the themes featured in this dissertation.
Within the introduction itself, Huxley compares the children’s representation of war to the
modernist artists, showing that when authors of this time think through the frames of war during
times of total war, their associations, assimilations, and representations are rendered and iterated
in modernist terms. His opening requests that we: “consider the collection in both its aspects—
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as a purely aesthetic phenomenon and as an expression of contemporary history, through the
eyes of the sociologist no less than of the art critic,” shows how these pieces aesthetically engage
history and the cultural moment, and how Huxley applies a modernist frame to the children’s
drawings. Admiring the “power of psychological and dramatic expression” embedded in these
drawings, Huxley points out that, “It is a pleasure to consider these children’s drawings as works
of art; but it is also our duty to remember that they are signs of the times, symptoms of our
contemporary civilization.” This statement is indicative of the idea that the set of aesthetic
markers we often associate with modernism are also conditions for being during times of total
war, which is exemplified by the fact that the children’s drawings absorb the problematics, sets
of concerns, and themes of major modernist texts.
Indeed, in introducing the set of pictures, Huxley points out their fascination with aerial
bombardment and technology, as he points out the figure of the Weeping Woman. These
modernist tropes are so central at this time that they have been absorbed by and are reflected in
the children’s art:
The drawings illustrating bombardment from the air are painfully vivid and
complete. The explosions, the panic rush to shelter, the bodies of the victims, the
weeping mothers, upon whose faces the tears run down in bead-like chains hardly
distinguishable from the rosaries of machine-gun bullets descending from the
sky—these are portrayed again and again with a power of expression that evokes
our admiration for the childish artists and our horror at the elaborate bestiality of
modern war.
What is the answer to this problem of the elaborate bestiality of modern war that Huxley poses?
He seeks, in 1938, to prevent the looming world war that has not yet hit Europe, and as he
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introduces the pictures from Spain, calls for an answer to two questions: “Will it be possible to
spare them the experiences to which the children of Spain and China have been subjected? And,
if so, by what means can this be achieved?”
In these questions, we can hear Woolf join and echo Huxley’s interrogations, posing the
central question of Three Guineas: “How in your opinion are we to prevent war?” Though
Huxley and Woolf’s formulations of an answer are different, common themes run through them
both—the power to make choices tomorrow different from today and to not support the military
establishment. For Huxley, said possibly too quickly and too simply, for his introduction is
much shorter than Woolf’s Three Guineas, the answer to the second question that he posed
above lies in the commitment to finding an answer, to continue to work towards the possibility of
peace. He closes his introduction with the thought,
Of these the most human and rational is the apparently Utopian but, at bottom,
uniquely practical answer proposed by the Quakers… The most that individual
men and women of good will can do is to work on behalf of some general solution
of the problem of large-scale violence and, meanwhile to succour those who, like
the child artists of this exhibition, have been made the victims of the world’s
collective crime and madness.
With this comment, we can see the connections between modernism and a pacifist thought
heavily influenced by the Quakers come to light. Huxley’s words, published as an essential part
of the testimony against war, issue an invitation to continue the work for peace, and offer an
alternate response to total war.

!
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Three!Guineas!as!Peace!Testimony!
Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas can be read in conversation with the larger genre of
Spanish Civil War peace pamphlets both in its stated testimony against war and in its generic
hybridity. Reading Three Guineas as a peace pamphlet puts Woolf in conversation with other
prominent modernist pamphleteers, including but not limited to, George Bernard Shaw, Clive
Bell, Romain Rolland, and as we have just seen, Aldous Huxley. All of the names above
produced pamphlets that were printed by the Peace Pledge Union or the Friends, and epitomize
modernism’s relationship with pacifism and pacifism’s relationship with modernism. In Three
Guineas, we witness how the format of a pamphlet bleeds into and expands experimental
literature, compelling an interactive peace witness that dissolves the boundaries between writers
and reader, between the “you” and “I,” inviting the ethical phenomenological perspective of
“We.” In considering Three Guineas as a pamphlet, we also can also read how the influence of
Woolf’s Quaker aunt, Caroline Emilia Stephen, helped to shape the concerns of her writings.
Identified as a “communist manifesto for women” by Jane Marcus (TG l), a “polemic” by
Julia Briggs (“Reading Virginia Woolf” 120), and a “war pamphlet” by the author herself (L6
159), Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas (1938) inhabits multiple genres. In collapsing the
boundaries among peace pamphlet, political manifesto, letter, and essay-novel, Woolf subverts
the divisions between private and public life, bringing the home and the family into the political
arena and indicting the patriarchy in a war-making system. Responding to the question “How in
your opinion are we to prevent war?” Three Guineas articulates Woolf’s absolutist pacifist
philosophy through a mode historically accessible and common to women: the letter. This cross
between public letter and political pamphlet both models and reflects the trend of mixed-media
projects that document the Spanish Civil War. It breaks through the genre of the letter and the
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genre of literature to perform its politics, modeling the modernist collapse between the
boundaries of life and art and transforming Woolf from thinker and writer to political activist.
Three Guineas is, I argue, Virginia Woolf’s peace testimony.
In “The Niece of a Nun,” Marcus identifies some of the ways in which Stephen
influenced Woolf’s writing and demonstrates that many of Woolf’s female characters were
inspired by Stephen.174 Marcus reads the “intellectual chastity” necessary for inclusion in
Woolf’s Society of Outsiders as a source of feminine power modeled by the chastity of Woolf’s
aunt. Positioning Woolf and Three Guineas within “the female mystical/political tradition,”
Marcus observes, “Like the Quaker philosophy of Caroline Stephen, Three Guineas attacks war,
the pompous dress of men in power, the university, the established church, and the professions”
(135). Marcus recuperates the female mystical tradition in Woolf’s oeuvre, showing that Woolf’s
feminism is deeply informed by Stephen’s conversion to Quakerism from the Clapham Sect of
the Church of England. I will discuss, therefore, not the “rational mysticism” (a term used by
Stephen and Marcus) of Quakerism, which Marcus has deftly analyzed for us, but the activist
principles of the Quaker tradition, connecting Stephen’s beliefs to the peace testimony of Three
Guineas.
When I maintain that Three Guineas is Woolf’s peace testimony, I am arguing that Three
Guineas is a form of action. Reading Three Guineas as peace testimony positions the text within
the peace activist movements of the Spanish Civil War and of the impending world war. This
174

Kathy Heininge maintains that “a close examination of [Woolf’s] work in the light of her aunt’s Quaker
theology suggests there was a considerable amount of influence between the two” (2) and explores the similarities
and divergences of the two women’s pacifist philosophies. Hermione Lee emphasizes the tension and exasperation
that Caroline Emilia sometimes inspired in Virginia, but then does remark that “when Virginia wrote to Clive Bell
after her aunt’s funeral that it would have been better to ‘dance round’ a bonfire in the back garden than to have a
conventional family burial service for her, she anticipates the wild party in Three Guineas” (66-67). Allison Lewis
speculates that “the focused quiet of a Quaker meeting must have given Virginia a needed opportunity to rest, turn
inward, and recollect herself from her trauma without having to “perform” for others” (Lewis), illustrating the
importance of “turning inward” for artistic creation, a turn that appears throughout A Room of One’s Own as the
basis of artistic possibility.
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reading also recognizes Woolf as a voice of dissent in an intellectual environment that was
moving away from pacifist beliefs in response to the violence against civilians committed during
the conflict in Spain.
As I have discussed earlier in this chapter, within the early-twentieth-century pacifist
community, producing pamphlets and writing against war was actually seen as one of the most
important contributions to peace politics and political activity. In fact, the kind of work that
Three Guineas does is precisely the kind of work Vanessa Bell, and indeed the entire
Bloomsbury community, wanted Julian Bell, Woolf’s nephew who died in Spain,175 to
undertake. Instead of fighting in Spain, they argued to Bell, there was a more important fight
against fascism at home, to be pursued by, in Vanessa Bell’s words, “thinking, writing, speaking,
planning” (qtd. in Stansky and Abrahams 239). This is the fight in which Woolf is engaged by
writing Three Guineas, clear from the May 1938 musing in her diary, “But as the whole of
Europe may be in flames [ . . . ] [w]e must attack Hitler in England” (D5 142).
The multimedia form and generic blending of Three Guineas allows the text to perform
this “positive peace.” The book includes extensive footnotes that rely on women’s biographies,
newspaper articles, propaganda pamphlets, and, as the author notes, “manifestoes and
questionnaires” (TG 203). Five photographs of powerful British men frame the text, as if to
expose the source of war. Informed by the Spanish Civil War pamphlets that use literary
imagery in order to make a political case, and by the Spanish Civil War journalism that breaks
the mold of the objective, non-partisan recorder, Three Guineas is a Spanish Civil War text,
participating in the generic blending that the war inspired. Alluding to sources as diverse as
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Antigone and the Daily Telegraph, Three Guineas asserts its feminist premise by citing reading
material to which women who did not go to university might have had access.
Woolf’s epistolary form facilitates a breakage of boundaries that is both essential to and
constitutive of her politics. The composition of these letters permits Woolf and her readers to
join in a conversation. As Gina Potts puts it, “Woolf espouses [ . . .] a form of collective—
undivided, or co-operative—thinking: thinking as ‘we’” (46). She espouses this both implicitly,
through the structure of her argument, and explicitly, through the substance of her writing.
Sometimes the reader is aligned with the writer; at other times the reader is aligned with any of
the various recipients and addressees. This results in an unstable subjective/objective positioning,
rendering the readerly stance fluid. The reader is therefore able to suspend the “I” for the
collective thinking of “We”—the same cognitive orientation necessary for a functioning
Outsiders’ Society, the hypothetical society Woolf founds for the prevention of war (first
mentioned on 126), composed of the daughters of educated men. According to Potts, “In Three
Guineas, a model for collective thought is found in the Outsiders’ Society” (50). Potts explains:
by having no hierarchy of officers, for example, the society works on the basis of
having no divisions, and thus no power struggles between members. Of course,
there are difficulties that would arise for a society that held no meetings or
conferences, or had no money, and, Woolf’s description of the Outsiders’ Society,
therefore, seems an exaggeration. How would politically-active groups, like the
WCG [i.e. Women’s Co-operative Guild], work for practical solutions to social
and political inequalities without meeting or having funding for their work? (51)
What is the answer to Potts’s question? The model, I think, lies in the Society of Friends.
Marcus, in “The Niece of the Nun,” observes, “the Outsiders’ Society could be the Society of
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Friends” (135). For details on how the Outsiders’ Society’s meetings might work, let us look to
Woolf’s aunt. When Friends make decisions concerning governance (of themselves, of the
meeting, or of “ any question of special interest” [Quaker Strongholds 8]), they hold meetings
with a specialized intention, such as a Meeting for Sufferings or a Meeting for Business. These
meetings, Stephen tells us in Quaker Strongholds, require consensus for any decision to be made,
as “no question is ever put to the vote” (9). Governance occurs under “what may be called a
practical unanimity” (9). In refusing hierarchy, granting each member an equal and necessary
voice, and insisting on consensus of an issue before the meeting takes action, Quaker meetings
concerning questions of special interest operate in the same spirit as Woolf’s Outsiders’ Society.
Woolf’s Outsiders’ Society could function in line with a Quaker community, a community that
tries to create the world it imagines by living the testimonies of Peace, Truth, Simplicity,
Equality and Justice.
The testimony of “simplicity” appears in Three Guineas as a rejection of ceremonial
dress. Disparaging the pompous display of military and academic uniform, which stratifies
individuals into spheres of power, Woolf requires simplicity of dress of would-be members of
the Society of Outsiders. Wearing plain clothing as a political statement against inequality is a
part of the Quaker testimony of simplicity—hence the outfits of Quaker grey that are often
associated with the Society. In Light Arising, Stephen connects the testimony of simplicity to the
testimony against war, seeing greed and finery as a source of war: “This method of witnessing by
personal plainness and simplicity against the source of wars has, moreover, the advantage of
being open to all, at once and continually” (107).
Three Guineas mirrors closely the Quaker testimonies of peace and simplicity. It
celebrates the refusal “in the event of war to make munitions” (126), the vow to “maintain an
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attitude of complete indifference” (127) to war enthusiasm, and the commitment to take no part
in “all such ceremonies as encourage the desire to impose “our” civilization or “our” domination
upon other people (129),” which includes military pomp and fancy uniforms.
When imagining a new society, Woolf, either deliberately or unconsciously, moves
towards her Quaker roots. Writing is Woolf’s form of civic action, her testimony of peace.
Inspired by her aunt’s beliefs and in rebuttal to her nephew’s volunteer work in Spain, Woolf
composes a text that breaks the boundaries between letter and peace pamphlet, between literature
and political manifesto. In doing so, she breaks down the boundaries between the I and You,
thinking a world in which the ethical orientation is We, witnessing the possibility of peace. In the
call-to-action that is Three Guineas, we find Virginia Woolf’s peace testimony.

Coda!
Barcelona fell on January 26,
1939. The Quakers had been
performing relief work in the region for
two year by that time, having fed and
sustained an entire population. On
January 29, Virginia Woolf confirms,
“Yes, Barcelona has fallen: Hitler
Figure 34: The back of the photograph specifies,

“Pictures of French Frontier open to Spanish Refugees.
Pictures by air today. Photograph taken at the French
frontier town of LE PERT HO [probably Le Perthus]
and received in London by air this afternoon, shows
refugees staggering across the frontier to France from
Barcelona and Catalonia Province, Laden with their
household goods. Stamped by the London News
Agency Photos stamp. © Religious Society of Friends in
Britain.

speaks tomorrow” (D 5 202). On the
same day, Woolf met Sigmund Freud,
which marked two of the world’s great
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pacifist minds encountering each other. At the end of their conversation “he took up the stand
What are you going to do? The English—war” (202). The next day, Woolf writes: “Freud said
It would have been worse if you had not won the war. I said we often felt guilty—if we had
failed, perhaps Hitler would have not been. No, he said, with great emphasis; he would have
been infinitely worse” (202). Barcelona falling signaled to the world the oncoming onslaught
and foreshadowed the course of history moving toward the Second World War. The eyes of the
British left moved from Spain to Germany; the last stand against fascism had failed.
Meanwhile, in Catalonia, the Friends were struggling to maintain their safety and their
work, crushed by the wave of refugees making their way over the French border. Norma and
Alfred Jacob, not realizing Barcelona was about to fall, had traveled to France on a short
vacation, but when they saw the papers, Alfred turned around and went back while Norma stayed
in France to prepare for the influx. She recounts: “It was completely obvious that an enormous
movement of refugees over the frontier was about to happen and I went from one French
government office to another trying to find someone who would start preparations to take care of
all these people. Nobody seemed to be interested” (Biography of an Ogre 250). As entire
populations fled Spain into France, the Friends
cared for the streams of refugees flowing over
the Pyrenees. The Spain Committee minutes
from February 9, 1939, read:
584. FRANCO-SPANISH Frontier… Edith
Pye reports that conditions on the frontier are
tragic, and there is need for temporary refuges
Figure 35: Photograph of child refugees getting off train.
Found in same box as Spanish refugee photographs. ©
Religious Society of Friends in Britain.

for children. The bulk of their work is in
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Spain, where they are feeding the children in the villages through the efforts of
the Comite Nacional de Ayuda. They are opening canteens at the main points of
exit on Spanish side, and are trying to provide hot drinks to young children and
the sick. The misery, fatigue, crowding and lack of shelter have created an
indescribable situation…176
The Friends’ work with the Spanish was continued for some time in both fascist Spain and in
France. The Quakers worked with refugees on both sides of the border, distributing hot food and
supplies to the crowds fleeing Spain.177
While in Republican Spain it had been important for the British Friends to be heavily
involved with the distribution as well as providing supplies, under the fascist government the
new Quaker role was to turn goods over to the Francoist organizations, who were then in charge
of distribution.178 However, summer of 1940, the Friends saw their time in Spain coming to a
close. The American Friends folded the Spanish refugee relief effort in the larger European
crisis, and disbanded their AFSC Committee on Spain, creating a more general Refugee and
European Relief Committee.179 Alfred Jacob was imprisoned by the Franco regime for
espionage in July of 1940 while awaiting a train full of supplies, and the “weighty”180 American
Friend Howard Kershner intervened to negotiate his release, upon which he and his family
traveled to America. The refugee work in camps in France continued, but became rolled into the
relief work undertaken in France during the Second World War.
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February 9, 1936 Minute 584. FSC Meeting Minutes of the Spain Committee 1936-1940..
See Quaker Service in Spain 1936-1940, 16.
See Mendlesohn, Quaker Relief Work in the Spanish Civil War, 118.
See Mendlesohn, Quaker Relief Work in the Spanish Civil War, 123-124.
See Norma Jacob, Biography of an Ogre, 255.
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As the Spanish Civil War gave way to the Second World War, and the atrocities Hitler
brought upon the civilian population of Europe came to light, an absolutist pacifist stance
became more philosophically and morally impossible. And yet, in many ways, we are sill
trapped in the repetition compulsion of the modernist wars, revising the primal scene. Never has
it been so important, then, that we keep the stories of those who contemplated the existence of
peace, who worked for its manifestation, alive. Total war puts out an ethical call to intervene on
behalf of civilian populations, but there must also be a dissenting voice that maintains and
imagines the possibility for peace, that works towards its goal. While total war necessitates
military intervention, it also doubly reiterates the need for people in the world to show that we
have a choice, that war is not an overwritten fate of the human society, and that if we go to war,
each individual is in fact contributing to that choice. Though in many ways the Quaker mission
failed, and Virginia Woolf, Aldus Huxley, Pablo Picasso, Muriel Rukeyser, Sigmund Freud, and
many others never witnessed the world peace for which they so beautifully advocated, we cannot
underestimate the importance of their invitation to “think peace into existence.” These
modernists put out an ethical call through their work, practices, and activity to which we, as a
global community, have yet to respond.
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Afterword
Exhumations: Reading the Spanish Civil War Dead

Both of Javier Cercas’s millennial books Soldiers of Salamis and The Anatomy of a
Moment blur the line between “real” stories and fictional, or imaginary, accounts of the Spanish
Civil War and are framed by journalistic endeavors. These texts recall the literary precedent set
by the first generation of Spanish Civil War correspondents in the blending of journalism and the
novel and demonstrate the continuing writerly imperative to talk about the Spanish Civil War in
mythological, romantic terms—terms that evade concrete knowledge or a presumption of
“facts.” When Soldiers of Salamis and The Anatomy of a Moment were translated into English
and distributed on the global market, they joined, and countered, the body of literature that was
written in English and draws a picture of Spain for English speakers.181 In doing so, Cercas
challenges the dominant discourse of the mainstream West, established in the 1940’s, which
framed Francoism as a bulwark against communism and therefore an ally.182
Cercas’s books imply that a history of the Spanish Civil War can only be imagined or
hypothesized, not known, and that this imaginary historical reconstruction gestures towards an
ethical imperative to remember and mourn the Spanish past. In engaging reflexively with history
in a literary manner, Cercas permits a multiplicity of narratives to operate concurrently.
Underwriting Cercas’s literary corpus, I think, is the hope that reconciliation is possible through
181

In putting Cercas in conversation with the Spanish Civil War literature written in the 1930’s in English, I am
looking at how his works that have been translated in English write back to the body of foreign nationals that wrote
about Spain, both as a memorialization of, and in response to. Cercas, as an international, translated writer, can be
read in conversation with many literary traditions; I am not claiming that English literature is Cercas’s dominant
tradition, but I do think that his works circulating in English translation expands the canon of Spanish Civil War
stories to which English speakers have access and, implicitly or explicitly, responds to the first generation of
authors, many of whom were not writing in Spanish.
182
See Graham The War and Its Shadow, page 126.
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engaging in an imaginative endeavor that creates sympathy through fictional accounts of what
could have happened during the Spanish Civil War and in its aftermath. Both of his texts
respond to an ethical call, an imperative, to write; however, the texts undertake different ethical
projects. Though each, in its own way, facilitates reconciliation, Soldiers of Salamis subverts the
standard “frames” of war in imagining the humanity of the dead Republican soldiers, and opens a
space for mourning the unmourned dead, thus re-humanizing those who have been denied
humanity. The Anatomy of a Moment dissects what Cercas considers the “end” of the Civil War,
the attempted coup d’état of 1981, in a “historical” text initially conceived as a novel, inspired by
a newspaper article, that calls for an “ethics of retreat” that can “redeem” Spain’s past.
When Franco won the war his fascist regime made mourning the Republican soldiers
impossible. The families of the Republicans were watched and censored, targeted and punished,
and forbidden from grieving their dead; Layla Renshaw explains that there was a “total
prohibition on mourning and commemoration” (66). This was one way in which the fascist
regime otherized and dehumanized Republicans, resulting in an “internalization” of mourning
and constant shaming. In contrast, the dead who fell on the side of Franco were memorialized
and celebrated, publicly recognized, and named (81).
Cercas’s international bestseller Soldiers of Salamis performs literary, imaginative work
that is a corollary to the physical, embodied, restorative work that the excavations undertake.
Spain never mourned its soldiers who were sympathetic with the Republic, which resulted in a
perpetual melancholia. In Frames of War, Judith Butler discusses the relationship between
politics and mourning, and between grievability and humanity. For Butler, the “frames of war,”
or discourse and images surrounding war, inform our responses to the possibility of war. The
argument for war is perpetuated by the fact that some lives are grievable and others not and that
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those who are not grievable are considered to have never truly “lived”. In other words, when the
Franco regime decreed a prohibition on public mourning for the Republican dead, and in turn
memorialized the Fascist dead as heroes, it effectively compounded a discursive frame that
denied the Republicans viable “lives” at all. According to Butler: “We might think of war as
dividing populations into those who are grievable and those who are not. A grievable183 life is
one that cannot be mourned because it has never lived, that is, it has never counted as a life at
all” (38). Butler demonstrates that public mourning or interdictions against mourning can serve
political aims, reinforcing discourse that identifies some people as human and others as not. For
Butler, humanity is realized through grief and mourning, and the denial of a life as grievable is a
denial of the subject as human, thus reiterating a discourse that reinforces the ‘frames of war:’
But we have to consider how the norm governing who will be a grievable human
is circumscribed and produced in these acts of permissible and celebrated public
grieving, how they sometimes operate in tandem with a prohibition on the public
grieving of others’ lives, and how this differential allocation of grief serves the
derealizing aims of military violence. What follows as well from prohibitions on
avowing grief in public is an effective mandate in favor of a generalized
melancholia (and a derealization of loss). (PL 37)184
Spain’s extreme repression, which resulted in a national melancholia, entombed the dead
that the country never mourned—and with them the memory and stories of the war—in its
collective psyche. Psychoanalysts Abraham and Torok explain that severe melancholia leads to
183

In the specific context of the Spanish Civil War, we are also called to think about all the refugees, relegated
outside of the frames of the war, beyond the limit of the space between “grievable” and “ungrievable” lives.
184
Butler is specifically addressing the victims of United States violence, as these works are an ethical treatment of
the contemporary wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and engage current United States politics and foreign policies.
However, Butler offers a way to think through representations of war, discursive fields that delineate who is human
and who is not, media involvement, and public mourning that, though it may not be her specific intention, apply
directly to the Spanish Civil War.
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a phantasmal preservation of the “exquisite corpse” within the unconscious of those who cannot
mourn: “repression not only separates, but also has to preserve carefully, although in the
unconscious, the wish that the ego can only represent as an ‘exquisite corpse’ lying somewhere
inside it; the ego looks for this exquisite corpse continually in hopes of one day reviving it”
(118). Accompanying the repression, and the subsequent encryption of the dead, is silence, a
prohibition on speaking of the loss; the words that cannot be articulated serve as an embalming
fluid to the exquisite corpse and act as a sanctuary to the secret tomb erected in the unconscious:
Without the escape-route of somehow conveying our refusal to mourn, we are
reduced to a radical denial of the loss… There can be no thought of speaking to
someone else about our grief under these circumstances. The words that cannot
be said–everything will be swallowed along with the trauma that led to the loss.
Swallowed and preserved. Inexpressible mourning erects a secret tomb inside the
subject. Reconstituted from the memories of words, scenes, and affects, the
objectal correlative of the loss is buried alive in the crypt as a full-fledged person,
complete with its own topography. The crypt also includes the actual or supposed
traumas that made introjection impracticable. (SK 130)
We can see that Spain’s collective unconscious has kept hidden and trapped the traumas the
country experienced when it disavowed its own past and denied humanity and citizenship to
more than half the country. Franco’s repression foreclosed the possibility of mourning the
soldiers who were in sympathy with the Republic, and from the non-mourning a crypt was
erected in the collective unconscious that embalmed the stories and traumas that were buried
along with the bones. The crypt, however, is being reopened, and along with it the past.
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Current events have brought the fact that the Spanish Civil War is hovering under the
surface of a collective consciousness to light—in the words of Joan Ramon Resina, “the
psychological wounds have not healed and that the social division created by Franco’s
unconditional victory continues to shape the collective behavior of Spaniards” (223). After
decades of silence and fear, the desire to excavate the remains of the war is (literally) breaking
through. Baumeister describes the Asociación para la Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica
(ARMH), which has undertaken the exhumation of mass graves of unnamed Republican soldiers,
“thus providing the victims of the “losing” Republican side with a worthy place in the memory
and remembrance of their families, and the public” (17).
These exhumations of mass graves, which started as recently as 2000, and the DNA
testing of the bones, address an apparent need in Spanish society to both contend with the past
and (finally) bury the dead. It shows that the resistance to the repression is failing, and the
‘exquisite corpse’ of psychoanalytic theory is breaking though the crypt, banning the interdiction
against public mourning and allowing the ghosts of Spain’s collective unconscious to tell their
stories. As Julian Casanova makes clear, when Franco’s army won the war on a Fascist platform,
backed by the church and by the Germans and Italians, it proceeded to “completely eliminate all
signs of the society that came before it” (90). The propaganda offices of the new regime
controlled the stories and memory from the Spanish Civil War. According to Paul Preston,
“until 1975, official propaganda carefully nurtured memories of the war and the bloody
repression not only to humiliate the defeated, but also to help the victors recall what they owed
Franco” (Reaction 11).
When Franco died in 1975, the county repressed itself and all discussions of the civil war,
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tacitly agreeing to “forget” in the name of peace.185 This silence seems to be ending. With the
opening of the graves the exquisite corpses that have been entombed in both the Spanish earth
and modern culture are starting to break loose, and references to and stories about the war are
flooding the popular culture market. If we consider Butler’s argument in relationship to the
excavation movement in Spain, where forensic anthropologists are digging up mass graves and
identifying the remains of the Republican dead, it becomes apparent that this movement is about
more than an attempt to name Franco’s victims; it is about the rebellion against the very frames
of war that insist that some people have “lives” that are mournable, and are therefore “human,”
and that others remain on the outside of “humanity” and, therefore, defendability and
mournability. And as contemporary Spanish authors write the past that was denied to them, they
do so—intentionally or not—in an international mode that echoes the literature from the “first
draft” of history, often written by outsiders. It is clear that memory and myth are crucial to the
next draft; it is also clear that there was something, and is still, about the Spanish conflict that
insists upon a modernist, hybrid, generic collapse between journalism and fiction.
In Soldiers of Salamis, the narrator whose name is also Javier Cercas, a journalist-failednovelist-gone-journalist becomes, in Samuel Amagos’s words “obsessed with giving a voice to
the dead” (245). According to Amago, the “self-conscious narratives offer the writer perhaps the
most authentic method of engaging with the complexities implicit in the writing of history, and
that in so doing these kinds of stories draw attention to the responsibility of novelists and
historians to tell the tales that have not been told, especially those that have been silenced” (246).
It is my contention that in telling the tales that have been “silenced” and “not been told,” Cercas

185

Richards tells us, “Following the death of Franco in 1975, reconciliation was consummated—by silence—in
order to avoid a violent rupture. The consensual strategy for peaceful Transition was an extension of the theory of
fratricidal struggle, becoming the basis for the tacit pact of forgetting in the 1970s and 1980s” (135).
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creates an imaginative space that returns a sense of grievability to the Republican dead,
establishing the victims killed as mournable “lives” lost. Insisting on the humanity of the victims
subverts the normative frames of war, undercutting any notion of the “other.”
Like Homage to Catalonia and Reporter in Spain, Soldiers of Salamis deliberately and
obviously skirts the line between fact and fiction. Javier Cercas, who shares a name with his
protagonist, writes about a story of the Spanish Civil War that reads like fiction, though “All
wars are full of stories that sound like fiction” (SOS 22). Cercas the narrator goes on a hunt for
his non-novel-novel and winds up obsessed with a story about how a Fascist soldier was saved in
the woods by a Republican soldier. Cercas starts out following a lead figure of the Falangist
movement and ends up befriending an old Communist soldier. Miralles, the old soldier, agrees
to speak to the obsessive journalistic figure because he wants to remember; he speaks to the
writer so that someone will remember his friends, engrave them in text. It is from this space of
mourning Cercas writes; mourning for the unknown Republican soldier that could have been
Mirallees, mourning for the truth, for the past.
In this space of mourning, in the hunt for truth and not finding it, in the trying to say the
unsayable, knowing the impossibility of ever saying enough or the right words (as if there were
the right words to document tragedy, grief), Cercas writes anyway; he writes from the space of
silence, he writes from the grave he dances next to. And as he writes, he refuses to properly
name his project. He insists throughout the text that he is not writing a novel, that the story he is
pursuing is true. (“’I don’t write novels anymore,’ I said. ‘Besides, it’s not a novel, it’s a true
story” (24).) Yet, the cover of the book announces, in no uncertain terms: Soldiers of Salamis: A
Novel. Or, if you have the hardcover: A Novel: Soldiers of Salamis. “It’ll be like a novel,”
Cercas explains to his girlfriend. “Except, instead of being all lies, it’s all true” (57). Yes, the
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story that Cercas follows has some basis in ‘truth,’ which is to say occurrence. His Falange
character did, in fact, exist and he was, in fact, almost executed and then saved by a Republican
soldier. However, this story reads like fiction, as it ends in a novelistic flourish where the main
character of the book “discovers” an old Republican soldier that could possibly fit the description
of the man who saved Sánchez Mazas.
In the interrogation of his own literary project, and the interrogation of the nature of fact
and the nature of fiction, it is the soldier who points out to Cercas that his fiction cannot properly
touch upon the horrors of war. Only the poets, only the writers find war poetic—and granted,
only some of them at that. In other words, the war can only be fictive to those who have not
lived through it:
Cercas: “But all wars are full of stories that sound like fiction, aren’t they?”
Miralles: “Only for those who don’t live through them …only for those who tell them. For those
who go to war to tell it, not to fight it” (196).
For Miralles the nature of the war resists telling, denies the accounts of the war as “truth”, and as
communicable. Miralles says: “half of them [the stories] are unintentional lies and the rest
intentional ones” (173). And yet, because the past is so completely ingrained in the present,
hovering under the surface of the cultural conscious, being dug up from the earth, some attempt
at telling these stories must be made, even if that attempt only vaguely mirrors a semblance of
reality or factual significance. It may be overly sentimental, but what is important is not whether
or not that Miralles exists, but that he could have existed—like Reporter in Spain, that men like
him did exist. Miralles naming his war friends, the companions that he lost in battle, is the
imaginary process of naming the unknown and unmourned Republican solider, thus accepting
that soldier as, in Butler’s terms, “grievable,” and ultimately human:
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Nobody even remembers why they died, why they didn’t have a wife and children
and a sunny room; nobody remembers, least of all, those they fought for. There’s
no lousy street in any lousy town in any fucking country named after any of them,
nor will there ever be. Understand? You understand, don’t you? Oh, but I
remember, I do remember, I remember them all, Lela and Joan and Gabi and
Odena and Pipo and Brugada and Gudayol, I don’t know why I do but I do, not a
single day goes by that I don’t think of them. (199)
The mourning from which Cercas writes is the mourning that Spain never engaged in,
that was repressed and encrypted, and is now being excavated and unburied. Cercas’s historical
literary project about the attempted coup of 1981 is likewise a project in mourning, in naming,
and in recovery, as it is a project in conversation with the generic-hybrid canon of Spanish Civil
War international writings. Like Soldiers of Salamis, The Anatomy of a Moment is framed by
journalistic instances. A text produced and marketed under the sign of “history” that was
inspired by a newspaper article (“shortly before this date an Italian newspaper had asked me to
write my memories on the coup d’état” (6)), it was intended to be a “novel about a neurosis,
about a paranoia, about a collective novel” (6). True to Spanish Civil War writing convention,
the form initially conceived for the project did not fit the project, but neither does its purported
category. The term “collective novel” above possibly best describes why the Spanish Civil War
presents an impossibility to generic boundaries—as the recovery of the dead Republicans insist
upon the naming, mourning, and recognition of the humanity that was denied to them for
decades, one way to honor the dead is through the imaginative possibilities of fiction. Possibly,
the book’s subtitle, Thirty-Five Minutes in History and Imagination best describes Cercas’s
Spanish Civil War texts: they are stories about the war engaged in imagination, because when
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some people are denied historical accounts and excluded from the records, the only thing left that
allows us to mourn the unmourned dead is imagination and fantasy.
The Anatomy of a Moment offers a series of vignettes interwoven to examine videorecorded footage of the February 23, 1981 attempted coup d’état. For Cercas, this coup, which
followed Spain’s transition from dictatorship to democracy upon Franco’s death in 1975, marks
the end of the Civil War. In tracing the video footage of the coup, Cercas pixilates each moment,
exploring the characters in the video and the government, showing the war’s resonance in
modern history. His unlikely protagonist, a man he deems a “pure politician” and an old
Francoist, Adolfo Suárez, becomes the hero of the story when he remains seated in the Cortes as
rebellious military officers unleash a series of shots when they interrupt a vote that is supposed to
confirm Leopoldo Calvo Sotelo as Prime Minister. Though this book is purportedly a
“historical” text, Cercas employs literary speculation and hypothesis to create an atmosphere of
the coup—a project which ultimately seeks redemption for the 1936 coup—as if, in some ethical
universe, actions can negate or neutralize former actions, and the politicians who refuted the
1981 coup paid penance for their involvement in the 1936 coup.
Cercas, in fusing history and literature, engages the reader in an imaginative space that, in
trying to come to grips with the Spanish Civil War, calls for a new ethics—the ethics of retreat,
or an ethics of betrayal. Cercas reads Spain’s transition into democracy as a “betrayal” of the
past for all the parties involved, because, ironically: “Who could have predicted that the change
from dictatorship to democracy in Spain would not be plotted by the democratic parties, but by
the Falangists and the Communists, irreconcilable enemies of democracy and each other’s
irreconcilable enemies during three years of war and forty post-war years?” (160). This betrayal
is the betrayal of political loyalties, the betrayal of ideologies, and the betrayal of all the reasons
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that the Spanish Civil War was fought in the first place. Those involved in the transition, as
Cercas paints the picture, sacrificed their past to honor the present, and in doing so undertook the
formation of a new ethics, the ethics of betrayal:
They betrayed the past in order not to betray the present. Sometimes you can be
loyal to the present only by betraying the past. Sometimes treason is more
difficult than loyalty. Sometimes loyalty is a form of courage, but other times it is
a form of cowardice. Sometimes loyalty is a form of betrayal and betrayal is a
form of loyalty. Maybe we don’t know exactly what loyalty is or what betrayal
is. We have an ethics of loyalty, but we don’t have an ethics of betrayal. We
need an ethics of betrayal. (237)
It is through the creation of a new ethics that Cercas can propose a redemption that ultimately
compensates for the “whole country for having collaborated massively with Francosim” (334).
In the betraying of the past, Cercas’s characters metaphysically neutralize that past, and therefore
the past of the country.
In the Anatomy of a Moment, Cercas invents a world where one deed can compensate for
another, where two extremes average out to a peaceful resolution that does not undo the past, but
does permit the thought that good can come from evil, that there is such a thing as redemption,
and somehow the attempted coup signifies a passing from evil into good. It is unfortunate that
history cannot be reduced to such metaphysical precepts, for Cercas’s idealized justice holds the
romantic appeal that there is a possibility for cosmic forgiveness, though we know from Derrida
that the double bind of forgiveness is that one can only forgive the unforgivable.186 However,
perhaps that is the power of Cercas’s imaginary process—in creating the wish for forgiveness,
186

Derrida writes in On Forgiveness, “Forgiveness forgives only the unforgivable. One cannot, should not,
forgive; there is only forgiveness, if there is any, where there is the unforgivable. That is to say that forgiveness
must announce itself as impossibility itself. It can only be possible in doing the impossible” (32-33).
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redemption, and justice, Cercas opens a literary space where one can entertain the possibility of
them. Perhaps truth matters less than imagination. Perhaps when truth deserts the Spanish Civil
War, what is left in its wake is the wanting-to-say of the poetic, which is to say literature, and
maybe this is where healing from trauma begins.
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